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ABSTRACT 

 

THE AGĨKŨYŨ, THE BIBLE AND COLONIAL CONSTRUCTS: TOWARDS AN 

ORDINARY AFRICAN READERS‟ HERMENEUTICS. 

By  

Johnson Kĩriakũ Kĩnyua 

February 2010 

(346 Pages) 

 

Recognising the paradigm shift in African biblical studies where the image of 

a “decontextualized and non-ideological” scientific Bible reader is slowly being 

replaced with one of a “contextualized and ideological” reader, this research seeks to 

explore and understand the role of the “ordinary readers” in the development of 

biblical interpretation in colonial Kenya. It seeks to understand whether the semi-

illiterate and illiterate can engage the Bible as capable hermeneuts.   

The study uses postcolonial criticism to recover and reconstruct the historical 

encounters of the Agĩkũyũ with the Bible. It reveals that ordinary African readers 

actively and creatively engaged biblical texts in the moment of colonial 

transformation using several reading strategies and reading resources. Despite the 

colonial hegemonic positioning, these Africans hybridised readings from the Bible 

through retrieval and incorporation of the defunct pre-colonial past; creating 

interstices that became sites for assimilation, questioning and resistance.   

The study proposes an African hermeneutic theory that accepts both scholarly 

readers and the ordinary readers with respect to biblical interpretation as constitutive 

of a community of readers positioned in a particular sociocultural milieu. It invites the 

socially engaged scholars to commit to: reading the Bible from the experienced reality 

of societal margins; reading communally with each other; and to read critically. The 

metaphor Sokoni (at the marketplace) is proposed as the starting point in which both 

the “ordinary” readers and scholarly readers can engage the Bible through the 

language of the African theatre and storytelling. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

“The past is never dead; it is not even past.”
1
 

Part I 

1.1a  Overall Primary Aim and Secondary Aim 

The primary focus of this research is to explore and understand to what extent 

“ordinary readers” participated in the development of biblical interpretation in 

colonial Kenya. In this study, the term “ordinary readers” is used to refer specifically 

first to the literate African readers who remain poor and marginalised. In this category 

I include peasants and the unskilled labourers living both in the rural and urban areas 

of the African societies. Secondly, the term includes the illiterate and semi-literate 

African Bible readers.
2
 Even though these categories of ordinary readers form the 

main bulk of the African Christian churches, they are usually assumed “passive” and 

their readings and interpretations not taken seriously. This study will show that even 

though these readers lack formal training in biblical scholarship therefore approaching 

the Bible pre-critically, they have unique and logical ways of interpreting biblical 

texts.
3
 The results of this research will be used to determine and explore the 

possibility of an African hermeneutic theory that accepts both scholarly readers and 

the ordinary readers as capable hermeneuts.  

Connected to this quest is the secondary aim to investigate and understand the 

origins of biblical hermeneutics in colonial Kenya and how it might have been 

appropriated and modified either to maintain control over the African people or to 

inform resistance against colonialism. I am of the opinion, however, that to 

                                                 
1
 William Faulkner as quoted by James Cone in “Looking Back, Going Forward: Black Theology as 

Public Theology”, in Dwight N. Hopkins, ed., Black Faith and Public Talk: Critical Essays on James 

H. Cone‟s Black Theology and Black Power  (Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 1999), 255. 
2
 See also Gerald West‟s definition of the “ordinary readers” in his book The Academy of the Poor: 

Towards a Dialogical Reading of the Bible (Peitermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 2003), 77.  
3
 I follow Gerald West who uses the term “pre-critical” to refer to a reading by a reader of the Bible 

who does not the technical training of a biblical scholar. The Academy of the Poor, 73-74. 
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understand this process one must also address the question of the discourses of 

colonialism. By discourses of colonialism, I mean understanding the representation 

and categorisation of the African identities produced and reproduced by various 

colonial rules, systems and procedures in order to create and separate the Africans as 

“Other”. The Christian missionary enterprise was not excluded in this process.  

Therefore, to understand colonial relationships one needs to analyse words and 

images as they were used and applied in the historical transformation of the colonial 

society. Such an analysis reveals not just the individual or social groups but also a 

historical consciousness at work.
4
 For this reason, the place of language, culture and 

the individual within the political and economic realities of the colony have to remain 

at the fore front for a fuller comprehension of the evolution of biblical interpretation 

in colonial Kenya. In this connection, I shall use the Agĩkũyũ
5
 and their encounter 

with the Bible in the Kenya colony under the British Protectorate spanning from the 

1900s and culminating in the brutal peasants‟ uprising in the 1950s. 

1.1b Motivation for this Research   

At this point, I want to narrate two episodes that have motivated this research. 

In 1995, immediately following graduation from theological college, I began 

attending a Bible study group that was meeting in a local congregation through the 

Presbyterian Church of East Africa (P.C.E.A) programme Theological Education by 

Extension (T.E.E). This programme is designed for the laity who wish to do a 

                                                 
4
 Ngũgĩ wa Thiong‟o, Writers in Politics: A Re-Engagement with Issues of Literature and Society, 

revised and enlarged edition (Oxford: James Currey, 1997), 3-8. 
5
 In this research I use Agĩkũyũ (as opposed to the commonly used term Kikuyu) to refer to the 

community that lives in the central part of Kenya stretching from Mt. Kenya in the north to Nairobi in 

the south; and Gĩkũyũ to refer to the land or country the community occupies as well as the language of 

the community. The term “Kikuyu” will only be used if included in citations and quotations. I will 

discuss later how this particular community became the centre of interest in missionaries endeavour. 

One of the missionaries whom we shall use in this regard, Rev. L. J. Beecher, (in his booklet “The 

Kikuyu”), concluded that this particular community was amongst the most discussed and least 

understood in Kenya. In fact, Europeans found it easier to acquire the Agĩkũyũ‟s land than the 

community‟s language, see Beecher, “The Kikuyu”, ii. 
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systematic Bible study. It serves as an introduction to basic theological concepts. On 

this particular day, the members were discussing the Apostles Creed. After about 

twenty minutes into the discussion, one of the Bible study members turned to me, 

being the only trained theologian in their midst and asked a question relating to the 

meaning of the Gĩkũyũ rendering of the phrase in the Creed “He descended unto 

Hell”. The Gĩkũyũ translation reads agĩikũrũka kwa ngoma
6
. The member was 

interested in the meaning of descending to kwa ngoma. I told the group that I thought 

the descending to kwa ngoma may have been derived from the English rendering of 

the Greek term “Hades” (which was first used by early Christians to translate the 

Hebrew Sheol) to refer to “Hell” as an abode of the wicked. This seemed to satisfy the 

enquiry and the questioning ended.  

However, the question was to be raised again in 1998 (By now I was serving 

as an ordained church minister in Gĩthũngũri, Kenya). This happened at a different 

forum from an elderly man who was seeking to be reinstated into the Christian 

fellowship. On this particular day, I was having a routine follow-up meeting with all 

the catechumens who had satisfied the church requirements before being accepted as 

full members within the Presbyterian communion. I asked the group to recite the 

Apostles Creed as it was required. After the recitation, I engaged the group in a Bible 

discussion based on the Gĩkũyũ translation of Matthew 16:13-20. Towards the end of 

the discussion, the elderly man who had been silent in most part of the discussion 

asked me to help him understand what kwa ngoma meant as used in the Gĩkũyũ 

translation of the Apostles Creed and of the Matthew 16:18. I used the same tactic that 

I had used several years back to answer the question, but the man seemed unsatisfied 

                                                 
6
 P.C.E.A., Mbuku ya Mahoya ma Kũhoithia Kĩrĩndĩ: Gĩcigo kĩa Mbere (Nairobi: P.C.E.A., 1966), i; 

See also P.C.E.A., Mbuku ya Mahoya Gĩcigo gĩa Kerĩ, revised edition (Nairobi: Jitegemea Publishers, 

1975), 187. The 1984 third revised edition of the book of common order in Gĩkũyũ maintains the same 

translation.  
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with the answer. In his understanding kwa ngoma had a specific indigenous meaning 

within the Agĩkũyũ worldview other than the one I was trying to impose upon him 

from my reading of the Gĩkũyũ translations. In the process I had to admit my inability 

to engage constructively since I had limited knowledge of the point he was trying to 

raise. This seemed to surprise him, to which he probed further whether the Gĩkũyũ 

Bible is part of what is taught at the theological college which I answered in the 

negative. I ended the discussion with a promise to enquire more from my older 

colleagues to see if they could offer a better answer.  

That particular discussion raised several issues. First, through my theological, 

training I never used the Gĩkũyũ translation of the Bible since it was not part of the 

Bible versions required. The versions accessible to me were the English Revised 

Version and the Novum Testamentum Graece used by those of us who had interest in 

the biblical Greek language. I had long assumed that that the Gĩkũyũ translation was 

the perfect rendering of these two Bible versions. This assumption was challenged by 

my inability to offer an adequate answer to an ordinary reader who was eager to use 

his knowledge of the Gĩkũyũ indigenous worldview in dialogue with biblical 

interpretation. The second issue that this encounter raised is that while the Christian 

activity of the Bible Translation has made great strides in offering the Africans the 

Bible in the languages of their ancestors, hardly have theological schools in Africa 

seen it worthy to include the translated texts (which most ordinary readers use) in the 

biblical studies curriculum. What this translates to is the inadequacy of biblical 

hermeneutics to offer critical tools that students of theology can employ when they 

encounter the untrained ordinary readers in their daily wrestling with the translated 

texts. Theological schools, as such, disregard untrained, illiterate or semi-literate 
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readers as important conversation partners in the development of biblical 

hermeneutics. 

The third issue builds on the other two issues raised above. Until after the 

encounter with the catechumens narrated above, I had never paid attention to the 

translation of “Hades” in Matthew 16:18 to kwa ngoma. A casual reference indicated 

that the Hebrew Sheol referred to the “abode of the dead” but not the “abode of the 

wicked”. My first reaction after this discovery was that kwa Ngoma may have been 

the correct rendering since it referred to an abode of the dead – in this case abode of 

ancestors (ngoma). But after giving it more consideration, the problem of that 

translation became clearer. The Gĩkũyũ New Testament translators were not using the 

term kwa Ngoma innocently. They were using it within the context as used mainly in 

Revelation and Matthew 16:18 as an abode of the wicked. The consequence of this 

was that the indigenous Ngoma (ancestors) had been transformed in the act of 

translation to stand for the “wicked” or “demons” or “devils”.  It dawned on me that 

what the elderly man in our group was pointing to, though inadvertently, was the 

possibility of Bible translation being tainted by the translators‟ doctrinal or 

ideological bias as they liberally transformed indigenous words and idioms to fit in 

such ideological or doctrinal mould. These revelations triggered in me an urgent 

desire to research further these possibilities. 

1.1c  Presumptions 

The situations discussed point to some of my presumptions. The first of which 

is that the question of biblical hermeneutics is yet to be settled, particularly in the 

formerly colonised territories. The study assumes that the illiterate and semi-literate 

Africans, as ordinary readers, were actively and creatively involved in the new and 

developing critical interpretive tradition.  Secondly, the acts of biblical interpretation 
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and of Bible translation in colonial Kenya were also exercises in power and control. 

My third presupposition is that biblical language played a central role in both the 

shaping of and challenging discourses of colonialism. I also presume that at a 

practical level, the acts of biblical interpretation were grounded in profound and 

insoluble contradictions. Sharp dichotomisation of the sacred or ideal and the secular 

or actual operated in the missionaries‟ thinking and behaviour. In this case, I am of 

the opinion that the colonial Church
7
 held ambivalent views of the relationship 

between mission work, the society in general, and the political or materialistic 

attitudes evident among the évolués, in this case the Athomi
8
. I am also of the opinion 

that discourses developed and used in colonial Kenya continue to impact current 

biblical scholarship and hermeneutics in modern Kenya.  

Although this research will highlight some “negative” aspects of the colonial 

experience, it suffices to acknowledge that imperialism delivered benefits to the 

Africans living in the Kenyan colony such as liberal ideas, vibrant health system, 

national self-consciousness, and technological goods among others. Missionaries, 

particularly those among the pioneer group, endured a lot and some sacrificed their 

own lives in their mission quests.
9
 

                                                 
7
 Distinction will be from here on made between pioneer missionaries who foresaw the introduction of 

Christianity in the “dark” Continent and the colonial Church which I use generically to refer to the 

colonial missionaries who while building on the first group were part of the larger colonial population 

in support of the British Empire as it established itself in East Africa. The completion of the Uganda 

railway line in 1903 saw an outpouring of missionaries into interior Kenya with the Nyanza area 

becoming a popular destination. By 1907 Kenya was teaming with missionaries through Church 

Missionary Society (C.M.S), African Inland Mission (A.I.M), Church of Scotland Mission (C.S.M), 

Gospel Mission Society (G.M.S), Seventh Day Adventist Mission, Friends of Africa Mission and other 

independent groups. 
8
 This was the name given to those who went to school where reading and writing took place. 

According to Wanyoike, the term later took new meaning to refer to “any proselytized Kikuyu”. The 

new understanding applied to all who converted to foreign religions, irrespective of whether they knew 

how to read or not. See E. N. Wanyoike, An African Pastor (Nairobi: East African Publishing House, 

1974), 29. 
9
 See in particular J. Ludwig Krapf, Travels, Researches, and the Missionary Labours, during an 

Eighteen Years‟ Residence in Eastern Africa: Together with Journeys to Jagga, Usambara, Ukambani, 

Shoa, Abessinia, and Khartum; and a Coasting Voyage from Mombaz to Cape Delgado (London: 

Trubner and Co., 1860), 156-157.  
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1.1d  Importance of this research 

While much research and writing have been done on the history of Christian 

mission and the development of Christianity and theology in Kenya, the research 

literature in biblical studies and hermeneutics pays little attention to the processes and 

consequences of colonisation for biblical interpretation and uses of scripture in 

Kenya. In postcolonial Kenya, where the Bible has widely been accepted as the 

supreme rule of faith, ethics and morality, few indigenous biblical scholars have 

engaged in critical biblical scholarship which interrogates the relationship between the 

Bible and colonialism regarding the issues of language, class, gender, ideology and 

human subjectivity. Among the many trained theologians, few are biblical scholars. 

As Gerald West has observed of African theologians, it is also true of the Kenya 

biblical academy that only a handful of Kenyan biblical scholars consciously reflect 

on methodology and theory.
10

   

In addition, the postcolonial context, just as the colonial context, remains a site 

where the Bible has the potential of becoming both a solution and a problem, both an 

oppressor and liberator.
11

 In Kenya, the Bible is now widely accepted as an African 

book and a beloved text, however, its potency as a destructive force cannot be 

ignored.
12

 The Bible as literature remains a powerful tool in which a given ideology 

can be passed on and be received as the norm in daily practices.
13

 Moreover, the 

postcolonial context in which the Bible operates is still contestable and ambiguous. 

                                                 
10

 Gerald West, “African Biblical Hermeneutics and Bible Translation”, in Jean-Claude Loba-Mkole 

and Ernst R. Wendland, eds., Interacting with Scriptures in Africa (Nairobi: Acton Publishers, 2005), 

4. 
11

 On this potentiality I follow Gerald West, Biblical Hermeneutics of Liberation: Modes of Reading 

the Bible in the South African Contexts, 2
nd

 ed. (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1995), 52. 
12

 Gerald West “African Biblical Hermeneutics and Bible Translation”, 3. 
13

 On the debate on the biblical texts and ideology see Itumeleng J. Mosala, Biblical Hermeneutics and 

Black Theology in South Africa (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1989); Gerald West, Biblical 

Hermeneutics of Liberation, 1995; Sandra Schneiders, Sandra M. The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the 

New Testament as scared Scripture. Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1999; a rebuttal by 

Stephen E. Fowl, Engaging Scripture: A model for Theological Interpretation. (Oxford: Blackwell 

Publishers, 1998), 62-96. 
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Kenya is a divided nation: one side is constituted by a rich elite minority and the other 

by the poor, peasant working classes. The poor and disenfranchised continue bearing 

the blunt force of violence, exploitation, cultural subjugation, politically instigated 

“tribal” hatred, and abject poverty, while the elite and the rich continue with their 

accumulation of wealth.
14

 The postcolonial situation in Kenya demands a new critical 

tradition in biblical studies and hermeneutics that follow colonial resistant literature to 

affirm the right of people once again to seize the initiative of history. I am of the 

opinion that such a critical edge in Kenyan biblical scholarship that is able to harness 

the true creative power of the African people is yet to be developed. This study builds 

on the new methodological and theoretical approach in African biblical studies which 

has been laid out through the able minds of Gerald West, Musa Dube, Itumeleng J. 

Mosala and Aloo O. Mojola, among others postcolonial biblical critics.   

1.1e  Re-Defining Hermeneutics 

Gerald West has observed that considerable amount of literature focus on the 

significant role the Bible has played in the formation of African Christianity. 

Unfortunately, West adds, such literature has created the impression that the 

encounter between the Bible and Africa has flowed in one direction only: from the 

Bible to Africa.
15

 This formulation assumes Africa to be an object upon which the 

Bible acts. Careful historical analysis has however revealed another scenario where 

                                                 
14

 A recent example is the news item that reported the Kenyan police use of teargas and violence in an 

attempt to break a sit-in staged by displaced women (from north Rift Valley Internal Displaced 

People‟s camps) camping outside the Kenyan Parliament Building in order to seek audience with 

President Mwai Kibaki and Prime Minister Raila Odinga who seemed to have forgotten these victims. 

The women were victims of post-election violence resulting from the disputed 2007 presidential poll 

results. The violence led to the death of over 1,000 people leaving over 300,000 people displaced from 

their homes and property worth millions destroyed in the violence that raged for close to two months. 

Ironically, not far away from this episode which was never given headline coverage, Members of 

Parliament, who had direct responsibility in the violence, were rewarding themselves by shooting down 

a proposal to tax their huge allowances. Thursday, 27th November 2008, The East African Standard 

online edition http://www.eastandard.net/pictures/?#thumb.  
15

 Gerald West, “Mapping African Biblical Interpretation” in Mary N. Getui, Tinyiko Maluleke and 

Justin Ukpong, eds., Interpreting the New Testament in Africa (Nairobi: Acton Publishers, 2001), 83. 
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Africa is no longer seen as an object to be acted upon. Instead, Africa emerges as an 

actor that has impacted the Bible through creative and sometimes subversive 

interpretations and constructions offered by the illiterate and semi-literate Africans as 

this research will show.  

It follows then that there is need for an interpretive history of the encounter 

between the illiterate and semi-literate Africans and the Bible. The analysis has to 

consider seriously the reception of the Bible in Africa as distinct but related to 

Christianity.
16

 If we bear in mind that the encounter involves literates, semi-literates 

and illiterates, the analysis then will also have to redefine hermeneutics. This is 

because Africans have a wide range of interpretative strategies in their engagement 

with biblical texts. It follows that the task of interpretation and the meaning of 

understanding will be different and even elusive from the traditional way of seeing 

hermeneutics as the science of interpretation.
17

  

The term hermeneutics owes its origin from the Greek ἑρμηνεύω, to 

“interpret” or to “explain”; ἡ ἑρμηνευτική, that is, the “hermeneutical art”, and 

hence “hermeneutics”, which translates to the science or art of interpretation. The 

traditional understanding sees biblical hermeneutics as “the science of interpreting the 

Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments.”
18

 According to Richard Palmer, the 

term hermeneutics in antiquity carried three basic notions: “to express” or “to say”; 

“to explain”; “to translate”.
19

 In this case, hermeneutics begins and aims to establish 

“the principles, methods, and rules which are needful to unfold the sense of what is 

                                                 
16

 West, “Mapping African Biblical Interpretation”, 85. 
17

 As advocated in texts such as Milton S. Terry, Biblical Hermeneutics: A Treatise on the 

Interpretation of the Old and New Testament (New York: Phillips & Hunt, 1883), 17; Richard E. 

Palmer, Hermeneutics: Interpretation Theory in Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger, and Gadamer 

(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1969), 8. 
18

 Terry, Biblical Hermeneutics, 18. 
19

 Palmer, Hermeneutics, 13. 
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written.”
20

 And the task of interpretation is to “make something that is unfamiliar, 

distant, and obscure in meaning into something real, near and intelligible.”
21

 Besides 

defining principles and methods, hermeneutics also exemplify and illustrates them, 

making hermeneutics both a science and an art. Milton S. Terry‟s understanding of 

hermeneutics represents the scientific guild of hermeneuts who accept interpretation 

and application of the Bible as a must to “rest upon a sound and self-evidencing 

science of hermeneutics.”
22

 In order for one to be “a capable and correct interpreter of 

the Holy Scriptures”, one must have “a variety of qualifications, both natural and 

acquired.”
23

 From this definition, illiterate and semi-literate readers that this research 

envisions are technically excluded from doing biblical hermeneutics. Nonetheless, 

postcolonial theory offers us an alternative understanding of hermeneutics. 

According to Fernando F. Segovia, in the last two decades, biblical 

hermeneutics has witnessed “a veritable process of liberation and decolonization” 

from the “long-dominant construct of the scientific reader” to the “construct of the 

real reader”.
24

 The former “universal, objective and impartial reader” has been 

replaced with “the local, perspectival and interested reader”.
25

 This postcolonial 

model of hermeneutics follows two separate but related approaches in the 

interpretation of biblical texts. In the first approach, postcolonial theory takes 

seriously the understanding that biblical texts can actively shape and transform the 

perceptions, understanding, and actions of readers and the reading community.
26

 As 

such postcolonial critics raise new questions concerning the historical and literary 

                                                 
20

 Terry, Biblical Hermeneutics, 19. 
21

 Palmer, Hermeneutics, 14; Terry, Biblical Hermeneutics, 19. 
22

 Terry, Biblical Hermeneutics, 22. 
23

 Terry, Biblical Hermeneutics, 151. 
24

 Fernando F. Segovia, “Biblical Criticism and Postcolonial Studies: Toward a Postcolonial Optic” in 

R. S. Sugirtharajah , ed. The Postcolonial Biblical Reader (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2006), 34-

35. 
25

 Segovia, “Biblical Criticism and Postcolonial Studies”, 34. 
26

 Segovia, “Biblical Criticism and Postcolonial Studies”, 37; Anthony C. Thiselton, New Horizons in 

Hermeneutics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1992), 31. 
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contexts of biblical texts, expanding “the moral imagination of the interpretive 

process.”
27

 Their main agenda is to investigate how the cultural production and 

literary imagination of the Hebrew people and early Christians may have been shaped 

by the socio-political domination of successive empires.
28

 Postcolonial criticism 

brings to the fore the reality of the empire and how this reality helped define and 

shape the collective memory, the literary production and redaction of biblical texts, 

and the canonization process of the Bible.  

The second approach takes hermeneutics as the study of the processes of the 

operative conditions in which ordinary readers transform biblical texts. This approach 

takes seriously the reality of imperial tradition of the West and the use of the Bible to 

justify empire-building which has always been accompanied by a prominent socio-

religious dimension. But even with the overwhelming religious and colonial socio-

political realities, postcolonial theory asserts that the colonised did not accept biblical 

interpretations of the colonisers with “absolute and undisturbed passivity”.
29

 It is in 

this latter perspective that I am interested. This is because the perspective accepts 

(instead of dismissing) the illiterate and semi-literate African readers as active 

contributors in the interpretive process.
30

 The perspective also opens up the possibility 

of engaging the trained hermeneuts within the interpretive community for a particular 

commitment and particular interpretative interests.
31
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28

 The empires include Assyria, Babylon, Persia, Greece and Rome. 
29
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1.1f Chapter Outline 

Chapter 2 begins by situating the use of biblical language in the larger colonial 

context. In this chapter I explore what I refer to as identifiable principles of 

legitimation that use biblical language to create binary opposites as constitutive 

elements in representation and constructions of colonial identities. Chapter 3 begins 

by challenging the assumption that creation of binary opposites was homogeneous 

and totalising. The chapter offers an alternative in reading colonial texts using Homi 

Bhabha rationale of ambivalence and instability in colonial discourses. Due to the 

ambivalent nature of colonialism and the resilient indigenous African cultural and 

religious ideas, oppositional hermeneutics became possible. This idea is further 

developed in chapter 4 where I discuss the Bible translation and then in chapter 5 and 

6 where I look closely at the emergence of resistance hermeneutics. In chapter 7 using 

the Mau-Mau as a case study, I explore the radical reading and interpretation of 

biblical texts by the fighting men and women. I also interrogate Fanon‟s 

psychoanalysis to explore the impact of biblical language in the African psyche and 

the place of the East Africa Revival movement in the ensuing developments.
32

 In 

Chapter 8, I propose an African hermeneutic theory that accepts both scholarly 

readers and the ordinary readers with respect to biblical interpretation as involved in 

the act of reading constituting a community of readers within their particular 

sociocultural milieu. It calls the socially engaged scholars to commit to read the Bible 

from the experienced reality of societal margins; read communally with each other; 

and to read critically. The metaphor Sokoni (at the marketplace) is proposed as the 

starting point in which both the “ordinary” readers and socially engaged scholars can 

                                                 
32

 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (London: Penguin Books, 1963), 200-250 and Black Skin, 
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engage the Bible through the language of the African theatre and storytelling as 

hermeneutical tools. In the same chapter, using the postcolonial practice and reading 

strategy I re-examine Matthew 16:13-28. I argue that Jesus‟ declaration to Peter in 

Matthew 16:13-28 must be understood in light of Matthean use of Σκάνδαλον 

(Matthew 16:23; 18:7), Σκάνδαλίση (Matthew 18:6), and Σκάνδαλίζει (Matthew 

18:8.) τὴν ἐκκλησίαν (Matthew 16:18.) 
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Part II 

1.2.1  Literature review 

The development of biblical studies and hermeneutics in Africa is a recent 

phenomenon.
33

 This is despite the fact that the Bible was known to the Africans as 

early as the second and third century, mainly in the North African cities of Carthage, 

Hippo and Alexandria. The first African biblical exponents included Clement, Origen, 

Cyprian, Tertullian and Augustine. However, despite vigorous biblical activities, the 

use of the Bible in Africa remained elitist and confined only to the Latinised minority 

largely disconnected from the local population.
34

 Even though the Greek Bible had 

been translated into Coptic, Ethiopic and Nubian languages, serious biblical studies 

were lacking.
35

  

The emergence of formal biblical interpretation in modern Africa is linked by 

Tinyiko S. Maluleke to John William‟s Hebrewism of West Africa published in 1930 

drawing linguistic parallelism between the Ashanti and Hebrew language as a 

vilification of African traditions and religion.
36

 The first critical work in African 

biblical studies, however, evolved through the work of Harry Sawyer, Kwesi Dickson, 

Byang Kato, Leonidas Kalugila, Kofi Appiah-Kubi, John Mbiti, Daniel Wambutda, 

Charles Nyamiti, and more recently Johnson Kĩmũhu among others.
37

  

                                                 
33
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In Kenya, John Mbiti pioneered the idea of integrating the biblical world with 

that of the traditional African world through African theology.
38

 His work formed the 

catalyst of what was later popularised as “inculturation theology‟”. The purpose of 

this model is to consciously and explicitly subject biblical texts to a socio-cultural 

analysis and comparatively relate it to African socio-cultural perspectives. Using 

comparative studies of the biblical world and the world of Africa, Mbiti drew 

similarities between the two cultures which revealed that African cultures were closer 

to the biblical world than the patronising western cultures. African religion(s), culture 

and metaphors became the hermeneutical keys through which the text could be 

engaged. For example, in New Testament Eschatology in an African Background, 

Mbiti focused on the question of eschatology relating the New Testament insights to 

African concepts.
39

  

Other theologians such as Zablon N‟thamburi and Douglas Waruta among 

others have followed Mbiti in their argument that contextualisation or inculturation 

through cultural hermeneutics bridges the gap between biblical meaning and the 

contemporary cultural setting.
40

 The two acknowledge the pitfalls of simplistic 

Biblicism and argue that biblical interpretation must be done within the African 

context(s). They rightly argue that it is the culture which should determine our 

priorities in any attempt to re-read the Bible within the African context. However, the 
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two, like most Kenyan theologians, assume that the Bible is a historical document, 

which just needs purging of certain cultural artefacts for it to take hold in African 

society. This begs the question about the historicity of the Bible as far as its content is 

concerned. N‟thamburi and Waruta also assume that if we go back to history and 

examine biblical texts in their historical circumstances we will be able to understand 

the language and purpose of the authors. From what we now know through historical-

critical approaches about the time difference and our uncertainty concerning the 

authorship of many biblical texts and original audiences, is this possible?
41

 

My critique does not negate the fact that the African approach to the Bible as 

evidenced in Mbiti and others has a unique characteristic of its own. What Mbiti and 

others articulate serves as a critique and to a greater measure a rejection of Western 

biblical hermeneutics that have silenced Africans for years. It is a defiance and 

interruption of the patronising and hegemonic Western approaches. However, those 

who call for inculturation or cultural hermeneutics need to recognise that cultures 

were not just sites for colonial suppression and oppression but also vital tools for 

resistance.
42

 Since the impact of colonialism on culture was intimately related to 

economic processes, politics and race there is need to re-examine how these realities 

affected the Africans‟ understanding of the Bible. Equally problematic is the cultural 

hermeneuts‟ uncritical acceptance of the Bible as the unquestionable Word of God.
43

 

Contextualisation negates different preoccupations and contexts of the Bible as well 

as those of the interpreters as Johnson Kĩmũhu has ably demonstrated.  

                                                 
41

 This debate has been widened by many biblical scholars who recognise the theoretical validity of a 
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Johnson Kĩmũhu, one of the best Old Testament scholars in Kenya and a 

disciple of historical critical methods, shows clearly why biblical scholars must pay 

close attention to different preoccupations and contexts of the Bible. He has 

meticulously analysed Leviticus 18 using historical criticism but locating it within the 

scope of African culture. His book Leviticus: The Priestly Laws and Prohibitions 

from the Perspective of Ancient Near East and Africa examines biblical texts, ancient 

Near Eastern texts, and oral traditions from Africa. Kĩmũhu examines in detail the 

history of the development of ancient laws in general and family laws in particular. 

He reviews the question of incest from anthropological, sociological and exegetical 

perspectives. Besides offering exegetical interpretation of Leviticus 18, Kĩmũhu 

analyses the scholarly literature on incest and family laws in Egyptian, Ugaritic, 

Hittite and Canaanite literature. He contextualises the study of the biblical Hebrew 

legal system by relating some issues in Leviticus 18 to Gĩkũyũ cultural traditions with 

special emphasis on how certain key terms expressing taboos have been translated in 

the Gĩkũyũ translation of the Old Testament. He further looks at the problems posed 

with regard to the interpretation and translation of difficult biblical concepts into 

African languages. The inadequacy of Kĩmũhu‟s methodology in engaging 

contemporary issues and hermeneutics is evident in his final chapter where he 

attempts to highlight the importance of culture in both the translation of the Bible and 

its interpretation. The chapter, as with proponents of inculturation, idealises and 

accepts the pre-colonial culture as “expressive of the collective essence of a pristine 

traditional community” which could be easily recovered using the acquired historical-

critical tools.
44
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Musimbi Kanyoro, on the other hand, succeeds in showing how the elements 

of split self-identity and cultural consciousness impinge upon biblical interpretation. 

She offers an alternative approach to the African women‟s correlation of culture and 

demands of the gospel through a rereading of the book of Ruth.
 45

 Kanyoro‟s work 

first serves as a critique to the “inculturation” group which is overwhelmingly male 

dominated and uses patriarchal as well as patronising parameters that ignore or 

reinforce stereotypes against women. Attention to cultural attitudes and practices 

expose African women‟s vulnerability, particularly in areas where harmful practices 

and traditions are perpetuated.
46

 Kanyoro insists that scholars cannot afford to have 

the old authority simply replaced by new authority. Her approach to biblical texts, 

though greatly influenced by Feminist and Womanist approaches, uniquely draws 

from African women‟s experience. Kanyoro uses culture as an analytical tool and as a 

paradigm for a gender-sensitive hermeneutics as well as a means of seeking justice 

and the liberation of women in Africa.
47

 

Moving beyond inculturation and mere contextualisation, Kanyoro urges the 

use of gender analysis as the entry point into cultural hermeneutics. In this case, 

women are allowed to name the oppressive aspects of African cultures by telling their 

stories (individually and collectively) of dehumanising cultural practices.
48

 The 

purpose of storytelling is to help the reader as well as the interpreter to make 

connections between faith and action where experience and reflections intersect.
49

 

When these stories are told collectively, they begin to shape into “a body of 
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experiences” and “expressions that free and strengthens”.
50

 What is most empowering 

about Kanyoro‟s approach is the inclusion of the ordinary readers (in this case 

illiterate women) as capable hermeneuts. Kanyoro reminds us that the decision to 

include illiterate communities “is an issue of justice, not simply a choice”.
51

 She also 

argues that “the culture of the reader in Africa has more influence on the way the 

biblical text is understood and used in communities than in the historical culture of the 

text.”
52

 Therefore, the hermeneut must have the knowledge of the nuances of the 

culture into which the Bible is read. This requires that the experience of rural 

communities and of women be included in the meaning of the texts of the Bible. 

Kanyoro, however, while implicitly critiquing the Bible, treads softly on the fact that 

the Bible may also be a problematic text that perpetuates oppression in many 

instances.  

 The point of this discussion, as shown by Kanyoro, is that Kenyan scholars‟ 

uncritical use of the Bible in postcolonial Kenya avoided their responsibility to 

critically analyse dominant presuppositions such as colonial and cultural 

hermeneutics. It is imperative for biblical scholarship in Kenya to engage in a closer 

examination of ideologies and biases that form the basis of any interpretation. There is 

need for a new way of engaging the Bible that is less prescriptive but which is 

interested in analytical description of the reality of African biblical interpretation.
53

 

Just like Mosala challenged South African black theologians to re-discover the black 

working class and poor peasant culture in order to find for itself a hermeneutical 

starting point, so also must the Kenyan biblical academy reconnect with Fanon‟s 
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“Wretched of the Earth”.
54

 Hermeneutics should not be something removed from 

history and culture.
55

 It must also be accountable to the marginalised and not just to 

the academia.  

1.2.2  Biblical Historical Criticism and Postcolonial Contexts 

Historical criticism has helped to demonstrate that the Bible is made up of a 

multiplicity of varying and sometimes contradictory traditions as a result of a long 

history over which they were produced and variety of situations that produced such 

traditions. I find literary and textual criticisms to be most helpful in postcolonial 

interrogation of colonial texts and discourses. However, whereas the historical-critical 

method is still necessary, just like inculturation, this method can never be sufficient in 

hermeneutical questions that arise from both the colonial and postcolonial situations 

in Africa for several reasons. In the first place, historical criticism fails in its inability 

to speak to practical issues of life to which the Bible directly speaks. Historical 

criticism while offering very important tools to engage within biblical studies seems 

disconnected to the questions of faith and practice.
56

   

Secondly, biblical studies in the West begin with the study of the “original” 

texts whether Greek or Hebrew. Some scholars claim that the New Testament is 

linguistically closer to the Western mind since English and Greek languages are 

closely connected. J. H. Moulton made clear how this connection became possible. He 

wrote that “the New Testament appears in the dress of our own family.”
57

 That is to 
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say the two languages are members of the Indo-Germanic family.
58

 According to 

Moulton, these languages are related in light of unity of structure and vocabulary. 

Moulton concluded that the connection between English and Greek later saw the 

development of historical criticism in biblical studies whose main aim was to draw 

historical distinction between the text and contemporary society.
59

  

Biblical studies in Kenya and Africa in general cannot claim such a connection 

since transference of thought as the one claimed by Moulton above could never have 

happened for several reasons. In the first place, there has been little or no substantive 

research on linguistic or historical connection between biblical Hebrew and biblical 

Greek and African languages. African languages developed independently of biblical 

languages. In most cases, these languages were spoken rather than written while 

biblical languages were received in form of texts in which they were preserved. 

Secondly, the Bible came to most parts of Africa as a given text translated by the 

missionaries into different African languages.
60

 The missionaries had first to reduce 

the African languages into written forms before embarking on the translation process. 

To the Agĩkũyũ or any other Africans this given text became Ibuku rĩa Ngai (God‟s 

Book).
61

 We cannot also ignore the ideological purpose (discussed in depth in chapter 

4) behind the translation process since missionaries were part of the colonising 

agency. This means, at least in my opinion, that biblical scholarship in Kenya must 

begin elsewhere, before employing historical critical methods.  

Postcolonial theory and historical consciousness provide clues for the 

development of a useful framework for studying the way biblical language was used 
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within the Gĩkũyũ country in Kenya as a means of control and resistance. I will use 

the two coupled with other useful tools such as anthropology and psychoanalysis in 

my investigation. 

1.2.3  Methodology 

1.2.3a  Postcolonial Criticism 

In my opinion, postcolonial criticism offers the best theoretical and 

methodological tool to help analyse and interpret archival materials and colonial texts. 

Postcolonialism, though a much contested term
62

, in biblical studies is defined as 

“scrutinizing and exposing colonial domination and power as they are embodied in 

biblical texts and in interpretations, and as searching for alternative hermeneutics 

while thus overturning and dismantling colonial perspectives.”
63

 In addition, as 

Fernando Segovia shows, postcolonial studies take seriously the reality of the empire, 

of imperialism and colonisation, as “an omnipresent, inescapable and overwhelming 

reality in the world.”
64

 Since colonisation was not just about soldiers and cannons but 

also about forms, images and imaginings, postcolonial inquiry is helpful in 

investigating the issues of empire, nation, ethnicity, migration, human subjectivity, 

race and language.
65
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As a concept “postcolonialism” though problematic helps bring together a 

number of issues, even conflicting ones.
66

 First among these can be located in the 

term “colonialism”. Whenever the term is invoked, it draws immediate reaction from 

both sides of the aisle.
67

 There are those from the former colonies who see today‟s 

indictment of colonialism as a brand of “cheap, demagogic and outmoded rhetoric”.
68

 

The term conjures an image of people‟s inability to take responsibility of their 

problems. This group from the formerly colonised countries looks at the African 

inglorious past as paralleled to modern day African failed state of affairs. In other 

words, rather than deal with their own failures, in self-defence the formerly colonised 

people resort to apportioning blame to others for their problems. On their part, people 

from the former colonising world see ingratitude. The group juxtaposes blessings of 

civilisation that Europe brought to Africa against modern day African return of 

ingratitude. They are quick to remind that the postmodern powers repudiate colonial 

missteps and in order to make up for these missteps, new relationships of equality 

between once-colonised and colonisers have been established.  

Nonetheless, without merely apportioning blame and self-righteousness, there 

is a real need to investigate this rather complex relationship that developed with all of 

its totalising discourses. The primacy and even the complete centrality of colonialism 

was so totalising in its form, attitudes and gestures, that it virtually shut out any 

innovation or alternatives within the colony. Rather than accept colonialism as simply 
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a divine project undertaken for the glory of God and an extension of the rule of law, 

through postcolonial inquiry we are able to understand that colonialism and all its 

manifestations both in intentions and acts was an integral part of capitalist 

development.
69

 Colonialism as wa Thiong‟o and Aimé Césaire remind us is a practise 

and not a theory. It is a historical process and not a metaphysical idea; a relationship 

of power at the economic, political and cultural levels.
70

 

Besides the domination of physical space, the other important aspect of 

colonialism was in its ability to persuade the colonised people to internalise colonial 

logic and speak its language. In the commonly known process of “colonising the 

mind”, the colonised succumbed by accepting the lower ranking in the colonial order 

while assimilating the values and assumptions of the colonisers.
71

 Colonialism 

suggested certain ways of seeing reality and specific modes of understanding that 

reality. In the end it offered explanation as to the place of the colonised in the colonial 

world which in almost all cases was a subservient position while rendering the 

coloniser as superior in all ways. It is in this subtle dynamic that led to the 

internalisation of certain expectations about human relationships that colonialism was 

effectively devastating. Through language, colonialism took upon itself the power of 

describing, naming, defining, and representing the colonised. Since language, as wa 

Thiong‟o has offered, is the carrier of culture and values by which we perceive 

ourselves and our place in the world, colonisation by imposing upon the colonised a 

particular value-system it succeeded in denigrating the colonised‟s cultural values.
72
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Therefore, postcolonial inquiry as wa Thiong‟o articulates, brings to the fore the 

questions of language and their importance in answering the question of identity and 

being.
73

 

The second important aspect of postcolonialism is not just its contestation of 

colonial domination but also in neo-colonialism and the legacies of colonialism.
74

 

Rather than place colonialism securely in the past or suggesting a continuous line 

from that past into our present, postcolonialism contends that colonial values and 

attitudes did not disappear with the acquisition of national independence. The past 

colonial experiences still cast their shadows over our own present.
75

 The experience 

of the colonial situation outlived the attainment of formal independence. 

Postcolonialism begins from the perspective that postcolonial reality is framed by 

active legacies of colonialism, by the institutional infrastructures inherited from 

colonial power by elite groups, or appropriated by later generations of elites.
76

 In 

biblical studies‟ area of theory, the structure and culture of the colonial society are 

evident in the tendency to omit colonialism, racism, and ideologies of repression. 

Through postcolonialism, we are not only able to challenge such tendencies, but also 

see colonialism and decolonisation as not separate phases in history but as cultural 

processes in dialectical relationship with each other which brings me to the third 

aspect of postcolonialism. 

Postcolonial criticism ultimate‟s goal is to offer an alternative intellectual 

inquiry and interpretation on the past and present encounters with both the colonial 
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and present global encounters of unequals.
77

 As an academic venture, postcolonial 

theory interrogates biblical texts as well as interpretation of these texts for colonial 

intentions and tendencies. In a clearer way, it investigates and exposes the link 

between knowledge and power in textual production where the dialectical relationship 

between language and power is fundamental and far-reaching.
78

  

To bring the essentials of postcolonialism as a style of inquiry to bear, I will 

use several leading voices to inform this perspective. The first among these theorists 

is psychologist Frantz Fanon and his works Black Skin, White Masks and The 

Wretched of the Earth. Drawing upon his experience as a psychoanalyst, Fanon in 

Black Skin, White Masks examined the psychological effects of colonialism. To start 

with, Fanon observes that the colonial relationships evolved in a hostile world which 

was racially divided - a Manichaeistic world.
79

 It was a world divided into 

compartments where the African remained in a servile situation. Fanon was also 

concerned with the psychological toll on the individual who because of the colour of 

the skin, was rendered peculiar and became an object of derision.
80

 The individual as 

a colonial subject had his or her identity revised by a group that saw him or her as 

inferior. In the evolving colonial relationship, the coloniser defined and represented 

the colonised. As such, study of the colonial situation reveals the power of description 

and of naming (through language) where colonialism is seen as not only holding 

captive people‟s imaginations but also alienating them from their real self.  
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Identity, in this case is something that the coloniser makes of the colonised, 

committing a violence that splits the colonised very sense of self.
81

 It colonises the 

mind; dislocating and distorting the psyche of the colonised.
82

 Therefore, in the 

process of identity formation, the colonised subjects are forced to internalise the self 

as the “other” and to hold a belief in their own inferiority.
83

 The traumatic effect of 

this internalisation leads to many colonised subject‟s attempt to escape as far as they 

can from themselves and embrace the “civilised” ideals of the colonisers.
84

 The 

colonised become imitators who mimic everything European, rather than becoming 

creators. Although Fanon was greatly influenced by Marxism, he did not see use of 

Marxist ideas as empty rhetoric. His project aimed at bringing awareness to the 

colonised about the positive possibility of existence; enabling them to choose action 

or passivity with respect to the real source of conflict.
85

 What Fanon‟s psychoanalysis 

reveals to us is that the relationship between language and power is fundamental and 

far-reaching. This research will try to understand the role that biblical language plays 

in this relationship. 

The second important voices are that of Edward Said, Orientalism
86

 and that 

of Gayatri C. Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?”
87

 Orientalism articulates 
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postcolonialism as a reading strategy.
88

 It helps detect first the asymmetrical 

oppositions underpinning geography of the colony mostly, landscape where one is 

seen negatively while the positive one indentifies the civilising presence of the 

colonisers.
89

 Secondly, it helps figure out various representations of the colonial 

subject as the other: as one who threatens the Pax Britannica or as a domesticated 

obedient servant of the empire. The individual is represented as an atom or an object 

of fun in a vast collectivity designated as an undifferentiated type called the African.
90

  

Spivak is equally helpful in her analysis of the seemingly innocent and 

objective western intellectual representations of the “Other”. She is suspicious of the 

“the first-world intellectual” who masquerades as “the absent nonrepresenter who lets 

the oppressed speak for themselves”.
91

 Spivak‟s contention is that while such a 

representation may seem to portray the intellectual as transparent, it masks the 

intellectual‟s construction of the subaltern. By arguing that the establishment of the 

“ethnocentric Subject” is not “a program for the Subject” but “a program for the 

benevolent Western intellectual”, Spivak shows that texts are never innocent.
92

 She 

therefore decries any quick attempt to recover the “voice” of the subaltern because the 

colonial power was so pervasive that it obliterated in toto the colonised voice.  

Both Spivak and Said help us to make not only the connection between the 

production of knowledge and the exercise of power but also to discuss historical and 

epistemological processes. They allow us to see how power works through language, 

literature, culture and the institutions which regulates people‟s daily lives. Moreover, 
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because of the interrelatedness and overwrapping histories that go beyond the 

colonisation period, both Said and Spivak recognise the potentiality that is there 

between the “Centres” and the “Margins”. From this understanding has emerged a 

reading practise that studies and analyses texts from the metropolitans and the 

margins simultaneously.
93

 This strategy recognises that beyond claims of the primacy 

of the West with its totalising discourses, there is another perspective outside the 

colonial representations.
94

 The world which Western narratives tried to domesticate, 

speak and act against, testifies of its diversity and differences, agenda, priorities, and 

history.
95

 

Critics of Fanon, Spivak and Said observe that colonial representations were 

more volatile than the three assume. Colonial assumptions and strategies of 

representations are usually ambivalent than resolute in their aims. This brings me to 

Homi Bhabha‟s and Albert Memmi‟s readings of the colonial representations of 

colonial subjects as ambivalent where on one hand such discourses attempt to reduce 

the colonised seemingly otherness while at the same time maintaining this otherness 

in relation to the colonisers.
96

 In other words, the colonial discourses were never 

successful in producing stable and fixed identities.
97

 Bhabha‟s and Memmi‟s work 

reveal the anxiety that the representation has on the colonised as one who has the 

potential of subversion, a less civil role but a harmful one that threatens the 

colonisers‟ stability.
98

 The point the two make is that the colonised is represented as 

ambivalent, praised and commanded, disciplined and elided yet audible. His presence 
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is vital. In addition, Bhabha (in particular) argues that the colonised mimicry is a 

menace and mocks the coloniser opening the possibility of resistance. 

What critics like Fanon, Said, Spivak and Bhabha reveal to us is that, in 

relation to textual production, postcolonialism is interested in the primacy of language 

in the development of systems of linguistic prescriptions. The importance of language 

analysis is to recover an inner perspective on a subject, particularly, voices that have 

been deemed not worthy of social consideration. The aim of such an analysis is to 

understand how knowledge is formed and produced through discursive practices and 

representations. Language has to be understood also in terms of power and control, 

because of its use as a tool of domination and as a means of constructing of identity. 

For this reason, postcolonialism affirms the worthiness of “ordinary people” and their 

cultures. It elaborates “a politics of „the subaltern‟”.
99

 It stands for empowering the 

poor and disadvantaged, for tolerance of difference and diversity, and refuses to 

impose alienating ways of thinking on them. Sympathies and interests of 

postcolonialism are in a general sense focused on those at the margins of society 

whose cultural identity has been dislocated or left uncertain by forces of colonisation 

and global capitalism. It is for this reason that the idea of resistance is close to the 

hearts of postcolonial critics. The idea of resistance reveals that the colonised were 

not a passive crowd dancing to the drumming of the masters. Some talked back.   

Postcolonial critics also help us to appreciate that postcolonial theory is not 

only a reading strategy but also a practice.
100

 It contests social and economic 

disparities as well as subordination of Africans‟ intellect and religious knowledge. 

Since colonialism is not only an attitude of the mind but also a “system”, Kenyan 

biblical hermeneutics should not only aim at exposing and dislodging colonial 
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attitudes but should also aim at decolonisation. This involves the decolonisation of 

consciousness from totalising colonial cultural values. In essence decolonisation has 

to proceed to decolonising the mind, inner life and society.
101

 For this to happen, 

biblical hermeneutics has to recognise that decolonisation is a historical process and 

cannot become intelligible unless we make conscious decision to discern the 

movements which give it historical form and content. It must fully embrace historical 

consciousness as a method of engagement. 

1.2.3b  Historical Consciousness 

Postcolonial critics hold that words, if critically analysed, reveal not only the 

individual speaker but also a socially determined historical consciousness.
102

 Since 

this research is on the use of biblical language and since many biblical teachings raise 

significant problems for contemporary Christians, several comments on the need for 

historical consciousness as a method are appropriate now.
103

 There is no task of 

engaging biblical hermeneutics in Kenya which can lead to understanding Christianity 

without discussing European Christian mission and colonialism as external factors. 

African Christians and their European counterparts are intertwined whether their 

interaction occurred in Church, in sisal plantations, in missionaries‟ homes where they 

served as servants or in the battlefield fighting side by side an enemy only understood 
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by the European master. Biblical hermeneutics in Kenya is as such historical in that it 

engages colonialism and neo-colonialism and reflects upon the basic condition of life 

in which people live.  

Historical consciousness reminds us that the „world of scripture‟ is not a clear 

and readily definable territory.
104

 Instead, as Rowan Williams testifies, it is a world 

“in which meanings are discovered and recovered in action and encounter.”
105

 This 

means that scripturally informed imagination is complex in terms of engagement with 

the text itself and the reality in which such an engagement happens. If we agree with 

Williams that the Bible is itself a history of the re-reading of texts, then we must be 

willing to view it as a text “that has generated an enormous family of contrapuntal 

elaborations, variations, even inversions”.
106

 Stephen Fowl is also emphatic on the 

need for biblical interpreters to be vigilant while paying attention to the particular, the 

contingent and the historical in our engagement with the texts of the Bible.
107

 

Postcolonial theorists on their part, accept that people‟s reading of the Bible is framed 

by their history and culture.
108

  

I believe historical consciousness is important in that it will help me pay 

attention to historical developments, changes, and circumstances that led to the 

establishment of the Bible as foundational in shaping the African thought and 

religious consciousness. Historical consciousness also helps us to recognise that the 

message of the Bible affects not only the religious level but also the social, cultural, 

political, and economic levels of human existence. Such a consciousness also 

reorients conceptually perspectives of knowledge and needs in order to develop ideas 
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of “a political practice” which is morally committed to transforming conditions of 

exploitation and poverty affecting those in the margins of society.
109

   

The awareness of the African‟s embeddedness in historical processes suggests 

that colonialism could not succeed in toto in incorporating all individuals in the 

superstructure created. At a practical level colonialism was dependent upon the 

“natives” for access not only to the land but also their knowledge and culture.
110

 This 

involved constant negotiation with or/and even incorporation of indigenous ideas. I 

believe this is why Bhabha has observed that mimicry was not an act of 

“straightforward homage”.
111

 Instead, the colonised would use mimicry as a way of 

eluding control. Imitation and reproduction of knowledge rendered a complete 

replication of the “original” impossible. It created room for “hybridity”, ambivalence 

and to a certain degree opened space for subversion. By mimicking Christian 

messages, the Africans would contest claims to legitimacy and orthodoxy leading to 

the growth of a tradition of resistance.
112

 This brings me to the other tool that I intend 

to focus on in developing a new approach to biblical hermeneutics in Kenya: 

allusion.
113

  

1.2.3b
1
 Allusion  

Sugirtharajah identifies several ways in which allusion works in hermeneutical 

adjustments.
114

 In biblical interpretation allusion creates intimate feelings and 

heightened communication between author and himself, reader and the author, reader 

and the text, and between reader and the interpretive community. The author by 
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considerable use of the biblical material and characters identifies himself with the 

biblical personalities in order to establish a spatial and metaphysical link. Through 

allusion the reader is prompted to connect the differences and similarities between the 

author and biblical narratives. Secondly, allusion subverts “the original meaning of an 

activated text by trying it in a new context”.
115

 Finally, through use of allusion an 

author or a speaker would be using or echoing a “memorable phrase” as an 

authoritative text to serve as evidence to support a given point or support an 

argument. 

Allusion will be found in the way Christian leaders in Europe related to the 

Bible quite differently from the way missionaries in mission fields used it. Most of the 

missionaries who worked close to the natives quoted freely from the Bible and used 

the text as the basis of their mission. On the other hand, important missionary figures 

and Mission leaders such Rev. J. H. Oldham and Rev. H. D. Hooper
116

 among others 

kept the Bible at an intellectual distance. One can hardly find any biblical texts, 

quotations or references in the discourses formulated for and about the African from 

this class of intellectuals. Christianity was more than the Bible. It encompassed the 

already developed dogmatic and theological propositions which operated under the 

historical and philosophical tutelage of western tradition. This understanding of 

Christianity while keeping the Bible “at an arm length” made the text more or less a 

cultural icon whose symbolism was powerfully used but its content largely ignored. 

Allusion will help us glean linguistic and biblical ideas used to shape discursive 

formulations from texts written by these intellectuals.  
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Nonetheless, interaction with the texts was not monolithic. Africans 

themselves engaged with the texts as these texts became available in their vernacular. 

I will use allusion not only from the point of view of the intellectuals but from the 

Africans‟ perspective. In this manner, Sugirtharajah is most helpful. I will be testing 

his argument that even semi-literates or illiterates had a measure of control of the texts 

and activated them in purposeful ways. In this case, just like the African freed slave 

Olaudah Equiano,
117

 Africans through allusion weaved a tapestry of stories that 

interwove with biblical phrases, words and echoes in order to invoke a “hermeneutical 

chord” not only to their hearers or readers but also to themselves.  

Lastly, if we accept historical consciousness as a valid method of 

interrogation, then we must also accept that a postcolonial approach to biblical 

hermeneutics does not exempt formerly colonised peoples from criticism. Stephen 

Fowl has persuasively shown why biblical hermeneuts need to enter into a life of 

“vigilant self-reflection”.
118

 There is need for the African investigator to safeguard, 

for example, from continual worship and veneration of the past which in most cases 

leads to insularity and provincialism. Likewise, oppositional efforts if not checked can 

easily lead to, separatism, nativism, reductive nationalism and uncritical dogma. The 

“rhetoric of blame” and “politics of confrontation and hostility” has tended to 

encourage mediocrity in which “we are all taught to venerate our nations and admire 

our traditions” and pursue “interests with toughness and in disregard for other 

societies.”
119

 It requires new and imaginative re-conceptions of society and culture 

which avoids the old orthodoxies and injustices such as tribalism which continue to 
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promote fracturing of societies, separation of communities, greed, bloody conflict and 

“uninteresting assertions of minor ethnic or group particularity.”
120

  

1.2.4 Limitations of a Multi-disciplinary Approach 

The multidisciplinary approach proposed in this study has its advantages. The 

approach has allowed me to experience theoretical innovations and principles of other 

disciplines. Exploring areas of collaboration in these different but related disciplines 

has also enabled me to enter into dialogue with them. Such a dialogue has broadened 

my understanding of the human connections, structures and systems. It has also 

provided me with adequate background research to determine how discourses affect 

people as well as an expanded view of the world as provided from different frames of 

reference. 

Nevertheless, the multi-disciplinary approach has its own limitations. One of 

the most frustrating experiences was recording historical events while remaining 

faithful to biblical research. This at times, led to confusion of my role in regard to 

theory and practice. The material gathered from various disciplines was 

overwhelming and I did not have enough time to adequately consider it all. The 

approach likewise required rigorous engagement between disciplines and since 

numerous disciplines were involved, chances of misunderstanding or misrepresenting 

principles from these areas were high. Lack of integration between disciplines 

coupled with the traditional attitudes that favour professional separation and 

dominance over others, were equally frustrating.
121
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CHAPTER 2: BIBLE AND COLONIAL IDENTITIES: COLONIAL 

CONSTRUCTIONS, REPRESENTATIONS AND MARGINALITY  

 

“Remembering is never a quiet act of introspection or retrospection. It is a painful re-

membering, a putting together of the dismembered past to make sense of the trauma 

of the present.”
122

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, using postcolonial theory, I will explore at length what I wish 

to refer to as identifiable colonial principles of legitimation upon which the colonial 

reading(s) of the Bible and interpretation(s) took form. The overall argument is to 

show how such principles of legitimation used biblical language within the totalising 

acts of construction and representation of the Africans in general and the Agĩkũyũ in 

particular. These totalising acts assumed the silence of the Africans. I hope to link this 

argument with the larger claim that biblical language was used as a powerful 

organising tool in historical development of Christian mission and colonialism in 

Kenya; consequently laying the foundation on which the Bible was to be introduced 

and transmitted. The operating assumption was that issues of morality, doctrine and 

practice were straightforwardly determined by biblical interpretation.  

The principles laid out below, I will argue, were grounded on a specific 

colonial hermeneutical paradigm. By this I refer to the offering of the Bible as simply 

the Word of God, stable and normative. This paradigm, informed a particular, stable, 

coherent, and normative way of interpreting the Bible. The reading and interpretation 

of the Bible followed the larger historicist idea of time as a progressive and ordered 

whole. The obvious goal of such a monistic view is to secure stability and orthodoxy. 

Associated with this determinate viewpoint, was the colonial Church‟s effort to 

introduce the Bible selectively and sparingly. The readings and interpretations that 

emerged from this situation were simple, straight forward, forceful but highly 
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contextualised. Most of the biblical homilies and interpretation that we encounter 

were usually one-verse sermons that overlooked the entire passages but were 

interpreted to suit the constructed opposites. In colonial Kenya, for example, none, 

including the new class of African evangelists, catechists and pastors, were trained in 

the transmission and translation of the Bible from its “original” Hebrew or Greek 

manuscripts to the canonised text. In addition, the history of varied interpretive 

approaches to the Bible remained unknown. 

The other issue that I hope to make clear in this chapter is that the 

foundational interpretative colonial practices that followed assumed the presentation 

of the Christian Gospel and the Bible to the Africans as an innocent, noble and 

transparent response to Christ‟s call for the Great Commission.
123

 Hinging its 

authority from scriptural references such Matthew 16:13-20, 28:18-20 and the 

Macedonian call of Acts 16:6-10, the colonial Church believed it had the mandate to 

translate, to interpret and to disseminate the meaning(s) of the Bible.
124

 The 

assumption was that the colonial Church could appropriate and interpret the Bible 

objectively without being influenced by historical events around which mission took 

place. It exonerated biblical interpretation from any entanglements with power and 

political sphere. This separation of spheres would offer representations as apolitical 

images to be parsed and analysed in light of biblical texts.  
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Nonetheless, the paradigm obscured recognition of the determinative influence 

that missionaries‟ interests, questions and assumptions played on their interpretation 

of the Bible. Contexts, as Lamin Sanneh reminds us, are “constructed strategies”.
125

 

Context is never passive but comes with preconceptions and biases, ready to contest 

whatever claims it encounters. At the heart of the emerging colonial hermeneutics lay 

the power to narrate and power to block other narratives from forming and 

emerging.
126

 David Jobling amplifies this perspective in his proposition about 

„systems‟. According to Jobling, human systems and in particular the complex system 

found in “western culture”, are built on arbitrary but well established certainties 

which become near-impregnable defences against alternative ways of being, doing, 

and thinking.
127

 The crucial point that I take from Jobling‟s argument is that 

colonialism as a „system‟ had in itself a mechanism that helped “exclude in order to 

maintain itself as a system”.
128

 

The ability to choose and decide how the Bible was to be introduced to the 

Africans points to the postcolonial concept of discourse. Such a concept understands 

the production of knowledge as not innocent but profoundly connected to the 

operations of power.
129

 This expanded definition of power helps us see how colonial 

hermeneutics functioned by generating biblical as well as hermeneutical structures 

that promoted binary opposition as well as creation of racial boundaries and colonial 
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marginality.
130

 For example, long before the arrival of the complete translation of 

Gĩkũyũ New Testament, John was the only Gospel available for both the pioneering 

missionaries and emerging African Christians.
131

 John which was the earliest text of 

the Bible translated into Gĩkũyũ, had been translated by Rev. A. W. McGregor of 

Church Mission Society (C.M.S.) and published by British and Foreign Bible 

Society.
132

 Since the issue of translation is very crucial to my discussion, I will 

discuss it in greater length in chapter 4. However, I need to mention that selection of 

John as the first Gospel introduced was not an arbitrary one. John 1, for example, 

defines reality in Manichean terms. The importance of John‟s dichotomisation of 

reality is further elaborated below. 

The promotion of binary opposites as we shall see later in the chapter served 

as an oversimplification of the African identity.
133

 From this oversimplification 

emerged a Manichean vision that not only physically delimited the African but also 

declared him an “animist.” According to Rev. J. N. Ogilvie,
134

 the African as an 

animist surrounded himself with a world of spirits “unknown, unseen, but real and 

powerful.”
135

 He lived and moved and had his being in an atmosphere of “fear.” The 
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vision of the world in which the “animist” religiousness found its roots was 

“extremely dark” and his soul as well an enemy.
136

 Such a religion, offered the human 

soul nothing to stimulate, nothing to cause the human to reach “upward”, nothing to 

offer consolation in sorrow or help in times of great need, nothing to inspire to 

“worthiness of life”, and nothing to cheer “in the hour of death.”
137

  The “animist” 

lacked the “calm deep certainty” and “nobility” of the Europeans.
138

 As a result, 

salvation could not be received until the Africans were pacified
139

 and rehabilitated.
140

 

The whole of the African life had to be saturated with the word of God and a war cry 

rung “Woe is me if I preach not the Gospel!”…“The Gospel is the power of God unto 

salvation.”
141

 Missionaries like Marion Stevenson
142

 realised that, what at home had 

often sounded unreal to her, “that the Master‟s words were true, „I come not to bring 

peace but a sword.‟”
143

  

What this example offers in the first place is that the production of binary 

opposites creates an image of Africans as well as constructing a European self that 
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portrays everything else as “Other”.
144

 Related to this point is the designation of 

reality as struggle between light and darkness (as in John‟s Gospel) which became the 

colonial hermeneutical starting point. Reality thus defined, hermeneutics became a 

battle field where good wrestled with evil; the struggle for the light to overcome 

darkness.  

The binary division discussed above, however, is not as simple as it may 

appear. On its face value, as Mudimbe observes in reference to Africa, the 

dichotomisation of reality implies an evolution by passage from the paradigmatic 

opposition of under development to that of development; from savagery to 

civilisation.
145

 Moreover, Mudimbe aptly concluded that this oversimplification 

ignores a structural mode inherited from colonialism. Between the colonial binary 

opposites there is “the intermediate, a diffused space in which social and economic 

events define the extent of marginality”.
146

  In other words, colonial structures created 

the intermediated space of marginality which not only became a site of oppression but 

also a site in which Africans had to face interpretative challenge of the social 

change.
147

 The dichotomy also exposes the area of ambivalence of colonial 

hermeneutics as well as the unresolved contradiction in race, class and culture as 

evidence offered below will show. In order for colonisation to legitimise itself, it had 
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to constantly negotiate with the people it sought to control creating what Bhabha 

refers to as “the liminal problem of colonial identity and its vicissitudes”.
148

  

Equally important is postcolonial critique of both the colonial transmission of 

the Bible as well as the assumed innocence and transparency in the translation and 

presentation of the Christian message of salvation to the non-western world. 

Postcolonial critics
149

 have ably argued that the colonial biblical hermeneutics just 

like other literary discourses did not only have sociohistorical origins but also 

“epistemological contexts”.
150

 They have argued that the use of the Bible is framed by 

the history, social and cultural locations and commitments of those seeking to engage 

the Bible. Therefore, it is important to examine the social and historical conditions 

within which specific representations are generated.
151

 Study of colonial principles of 

legitimation demonstrates these points further. 

2.2  Colonial Principles of Legitimation   

Using the insights from postcolonial criticism, I will examine specific colonial 

marks and how they employed biblical language in the creation of colonial identities 

as well as the representation of colonial subjects. I will do this by discussing a sermon 
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preached by Dr. John Arthur
152

at All Saints, Nairobi, on 12
th

 August 1928. The 

sermon text was Revelation 11:15, “The Kingdoms of this world are become the 

Kingdoms of our Lord and of His Christ; and He shall reign forever and ever.” The 

sermon aimed at “the crystallisation of the thoughts of the missionaries as to their 

special function in the life of a country such as this [Kenya].”
153

 The sermon begins 

by Arthur asserting, rather wilfully, that during his 22 years as a missionary in the 

colony, he had “been in close touch with one of the most progressive of the tribes of 

Kenya, knowing their life fairly intimately” and had “watched their progress out of 

dark heathenism into a very quickly advancing state of civilisation”.
 154

 Secondly, he 

stood at the privileged position of living near Nairobi which was “the center of the 

influences of the life” of the colony. This gave him “unique opportunities of 

observing the wonderful growth of the immigrant races of this country, 

[g]overnmentally, politically, and commercially, and also of the intelligent and 

progressive African peoples, materially, spiritually, and race-consciously.”
155

   

From this privileged position, Arthur elaborated the distinctive colonial rule as 

a god-sent blessing where “the Union Jack, emblem of our Empire‟s life, flies over 

this country as symbols of good government, peace, and…of freedom of individual 

right and will”.
156

 The settlers‟ role is reported as similar and complementary in its 

influences of trade. But most importantly, Arthur continued, is the missionary who 
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served as “a messenger of the „Good News‟ of God, as revealed in His only Son Jesus 

Christ the Lord and Savior of mankind”.
157

 The missionary in the colony was equally 

important for his role “as an interpreter of the thoughts and aims first of his own 

fellow-countrymen to the African, and secondly of the African to the European.”
158

 

The missionary, therefore, served an intermediary role “between races… knowing, as 

European, his own people in their highest and best thoughts and intentions, and as a 

missionary, having acquired knowledge of and sympathy with the thoughts and 

aspirations of African peoples.”
159

 

The sermon emphasised the centrality of the missionary to the advancement of 

the “African peoples”. Arthur argued that even though “the African of Yesterday” had 

God in his thought (God of mountains just as the God of Israelites), it was “a distant 

unseen somewhat-feared Great Power”, which played an influence upon the thoughts 

and hearts of the people. The African was helpless under the influence of the  

real dominating force of this life…animism … dark occults of black and white 

magic, the evil eye, circumcision rites, the cruelties of heathenism, the horrors 

of tribal warfare, the sufferings of epidemic disease and famine, the 

drunkenness of the old men and the sensuousness of Youth…the weird 

fascinating sound of the „mugoyu‟ or „gicukia‟ dance… a psychic atmosphere 

of natural setting and forces, sensuous actions of their movements, unclean 

songs, and evil results.
160

 

 

Accordingly, missionaries introduced “the third great seed of influence” which was 

intensely disturbing in its effects, 

[C]apable of producing the finest fruits of Christian character, and yet also no 

less, in the unregenerate heart, of enabling the worst fruits of heathenism to be 

intensified by imposing those of civilisation upon them without the control of 

Christ as King in the heart.
161
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For these reasons, the missionary played a superior role which had great influence 

in the enlightenment of the African mind and right development of the African body 

while serving as a preacher of true and right race-consciousness, whose implications 

was a right race-relationship in “the great brotherhood of nations”.
162

 His main 

purpose remained as that of teaching, encouraging and guiding the African, 

to develop his own life in the channels of God‟s great gifts to him in his 

African characteristics, and to produce an African Christian life which will 

add its rich stores of grace to the sum of human moralities and attachments, 

and the betterment of the world‟s life and prosperity.
163

 

 

In his service to the African, the missionary was to remember that the Africans were 

the, “most lovable creatures on God‟s earth” who in “their chocolate-brown 

colourings” were often pictures of the utmost physical grace. The African young male 

was praised for “wonderful ease of movement, great speed, coupled with beautiful 

rhythmic control”; great courage, and fearlessness. Arthur expressed a favourable 

judgment on the African woman for her wonderful faithfulness, untiring energy, and 

constant stream of sacrifice. Old men were said to uphold graceful dignity and natural 

bearing. They were praised for their powers of logic and oratory – a “fitting proofs of 

an intelligence, which awaits the light of life to purify and enhance it”.
164

 In general, 

the sermon commended the African for his sunny nature, his love of joke, and his 

cheerfulness. 

 The importance of this sermon cannot be overemphasised. In the first place, 

the scripture is quoted and stands out as an authoritative witness to the Truth to which 

it testifies. The truth is seen as so obvious that the text is left unexplained and hardly 

does the sermon go back to it. This is a hermeneutical paradigm that assumed the 

Bible to be God‟s Word and therefore eternal, unchanging, and normative for life. The 
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Bible stood as a stable and safe text containing absolute truths to be mined and 

applied in any given situation. In such a paradigm, entry to the text is only through 

allusion as an interpretive key. For example, the missionary and mission activities are 

implicitly identified with the act of transforming “the Kingdoms of this world” to the 

“Kingdoms of our Lord and of His Christ” whose dominion is forever. By 

establishing this spatial and metaphysical link, the sermon solidifies the missionary‟s 

unquestionable authority.   

Secondly, although the overarching theme is “the missionary”, it is evident 

that the subject of the sermon is the Agĩkũyũ (as colonial subjects), for whom Dr. 

Arthur laboured. In the sermon, Arthur used the generic term “African” indicating that 

he was using the Agĩkũyũ as an entry point to discuss Africa. This, as we shall 

continue seeing, was not uncommon. Missionaries who served among specific 

communities made sweeping claims and generalisations about Africa and Africans. 

Such generalisations as implied in the sermon represented Africa as without history 

until colonisation. The conclusion is that African peoples slumbered on until 

awakened by the coming of the European civilisation. Although, such colonial 

“novel” narratives about Africans were prevalent in Kenya, they were not 

fundamentally original. V. Y. Mudimbe has observed that colonial discourses were 

constructed under already existing “well circumscribed and established” narratives.
165

 

Thirdly, the sermon serves as an uncritical endorsement of colonialism.  

2.2.1  Dichotomisation of Reality 

The first evident principle of legitimation in Arthur‟s sermon is what 

Sugirtharajah refers to as “constructive pairings”.
166

 This refers to the creation of 
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binary opposites such as Christian/savage; civilised/barbaric; light/darkness; 

modern/tradition; written and printed/oral among others. Colonial hermeneutics drew 

clear lines demarcating that which is holy and unclean; good and evil; light and 

darkness; European and African. In Arthur‟s sermon, this construction is at the heart 

of his observation of how fast “one of the most progressive of the tribes of Kenya” 

had progressed “out of dark heathenism into a very quickly advancing state of 

civilisation”. Arthur‟s sermon fits in the colonial structure of opposites, which 

authoritatively claimed Africans‟ incapability to rescue themselves from “savagery” 

and “darkness”.  The mission of the colonial church is here seen as a “duty and 

privilege” to help Africans spiritually, intellectually and materially.  

The basis of this privileged claim is an idea or a creation that has a history, a 

tradition of thought and a vocabulary based on the knowledge of the African. 

According to Arthur, his close contact with the Africans made him claim “knowing 

their life fairly intimately”.
167

 Intimate knowledge of the Africans makes their 

management easy and profitable. It also made the missionary suitably qualified to 

interpret “thoughts and aspirations of African peoples”.
168

 This identifiable notion led 

postcolonial critic Edward Said in Orientalism
169

 to point out that to have knowledge 

of “a thing is to dominate it, to have authority over it.”
170

 In essence, knowledge gives 

power to imagine and give form to the colonial “reality”. Arthur‟s sermon gives us an 

example where biblical reading and interpretation are used to make statements about 

the African, authorise views about him, describe and represent him, by teaching him, 
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and ruling over him. The colonial hermeneutical style becomes a way of dominating, 

restructuring and having authority over the African through “encroachment”, 

“inculcation” and “displacement”.
171

 This kind of knowledge rests on several other 

factors. 

First, it rests on the Africans‟ perceived inability to articulate their thoughts. 

For example, the inability to conceptualise God other than as “a distant unseen 

somewhat feared Great Power” legitimises missionary‟s self-assigned role of a 

teacher, encourager and guide. This point was well articulated by Arthur‟s colleague, 

Arthur Ruffell Barlow who concluded that,  

[N]atives have no conscious philosophy of life. The great Ascent of Man 

through this life to a higher existence they wot not of. Their horizon is 

bounded almost entirely by their immediate animal needs. Yet they have an 

extraordinarily strong belief in spiritual influences. This inchoate, unformed 

faith we must change into true, rational, practical religion. We are bound to 

pass on to them the revelation of the Divine which has been given us and 

which, whether through inspired philosophy or the light of Christianity, has 

given us the ideals after which we strive, has put purpose into life, and which 

calls us to service and sacrifice…it would be fatal to give these native peoples 

education without Christianity. Their present traditional restraints and 

undeveloped spiritual beliefs broken down by contact with civilisation and by 

purely secular knowledge, their outlook on life would become entirely 

materialistic and no-moral. If we are to expect them understand and accept our 

code of ethics and share in our ideals and aspirations, which is ultimately 

essential to the success of our cooperation, we must point them to the Source 

and Reason of all that is true and noble – God Himself.
172

 

 

Barlow‟s legitimation of the civilising mission hinges on what Memmi refered to as 

the colonialist‟s devotion to “a systematic devaluation of the colonized.”
173

 The 

perpetual abasement of the colonised, while it explains the colonised‟s penury, serves 

at the same time as an over-evaluation of the missionaries‟ role as teachers who 
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articulated that which the African could not articulate on his own. The missionary 

comes as a representative of the Africans and creator of knowledge of the true God.  

The second factor, which builds on the first one, can be better understood in 

what Mudimbe refers to as “classification of beings and societies”.
174

 This is given in 

Arthur‟s sermon as the African‟s helplessness due to “the real dominating 

forces…animism” and “cruelties of heathenism”.
175

 Classification of Africans as 

animists is not an arbitrary one. As a hermeneutical key it built on Edward B. Tylor‟s 

invention.
176

 Animism, as developed by Tylor signified “the sum total of pagan 

philosophy and religion… „a belief in souls and other spirits as the cause of the 

savage‟s own life and of the events of the surrounding world.”
 177

 As a conceptual 

tool, “animism” portrayed the Africans‟ need of redemption not because they were 

sinners like any other human being when confronted by the redeeming message of 

salvation, but because of their animistic nature which according to Arthur‟s sermon 

insinuates danger. The idea follows Hegelian view of Africa as representing the world 

of “Nature” in its raw state, as opposed to that of culture or “Spirit”.
178

 In addition, 

“the unregenerate heart” of the animist was capable of producing “the worst fruits of 
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heathenism” particularly when civilisation is imposed upon Africans “without the 

control of Christ as King in the heart”.
179

 

The claim that animism had a pernicious effect on both the Africans and the 

civilising mission reinforced stereotypical reading of the Bible. For example, Marion 

Stevenson (a contemporary of Arthur) wrote that coming into contact with Agĩkũyũ 

particularly during the season for dances and initiation ceremonies left new comers 

with a “sense of wrestling – not against flesh and blood, but against principalities and 

powers of evil” which would overwhelm them as they listened at dawn to “the weird 

shouts and cries”.
180

 Darkness that ruled Africa was further dramatised by Blakeslee 

while commenting on the cruelty of disposing of the dying. She had this to say: 

The darkness of the night enveloped me, and my thoughts were troubled 

within. A lump rose in my throat. The sense of men and women living on the 

ridges all about, whose eyes were blinded to the light of love and human 

kindness, stifled me. I could see the fires and hear the songs in a minor key 

rising from hundreds of villages on the surrounding hills and valleys. 

Uncounted numbers of men, women, and children were there. Their hearts had 

not been touched or illuminated by the love of God or the Light of the world. 

A cruel, ruthless power reigned over them. Like some monster, it barred the 

entrance of the light of truth, reason, kindness, shutting them in to live with 

darkness – and did not the psalm say that “the dark places of the earth are full 

of the habitations of cruelty”? But above the darkness of the night, the stars 

were shining.
181

 

 

In order to make the Agĩkũyũ rise above their “present environment”, Rev. 

Henry Scott one of the earliest missionaries in Gĩkũyũ country, declared the focus had 

to be not just in “book learning” but in elevating “the whole man.”
 182

 The African 

was to be trained to aspire to “a new and higher life.”
183

 The ultimate goal remained 

to offer the African “a faith of so high quality that its appeal may dominate his interest 

                                                 
179

 John Arthur‟s Papers, Gen 762, 162. 
180

 Scott, A Saint in Kenya, 64 
181

 Blakeslee was recounting her experience at Gĩthumu in 1921 to 1922. H. Virginia Blakeslee, 

Beyond the Kikuyu Curtain (Chicago: Moody Press, 1956), 153. 
182

 Rev. Dr Henry E. Scott, The Kikuyu Mission (British East Africa) (1910), 13, 14. 
183

 Ibid. 



[59] 

 

in material prosperity, and may purify his ideals and inspire him to realize them.”
184

 

In understanding animism in this sense, I think Arthur and other colonial hermeneuts 

enacted the disciplining power of colonialism in which the African had to be 

subservient to the will of the colonisers. In other word, the reading and interpretation 

of the Bible served to domesticate the African.  

Arthur‟s use of animism also reveals a certain level of anxiety that threatens to 

destabilise the claim to the civilising mission. On one level, the civilising mission (as 

seen above) appears to reduce seeming otherness through appropriate application of 

the Gospel. However, at another level such a discourse appears to be more ambivalent 

than resolute in its claim. The African is represented as not only ready to contest the 

missionaries‟ authority but also threatens disobedience. Therefore, African otherness 

is maintained in claims such as the one Arthur makes about civilisation “without the 

control of Christ as King in the heart”.
185

 The work to regenerate the “unregenerate 

heart” faced enormous challenge from the more potent “new paganism of the Western 

world” than “the old paganism of the past”.
186

 The former was a darker, menacing and 

dangerous enemy in the name of “new heathendom” born of encroaching materialism 

and selfish individualism which originated in contact with a civilisation that many 

missionaries thought had generally ignored God. Indeed, the speed with which 

Africans adopted western education and religion surprised and even threatened the 

very existence of the missionaries.
187

  

The colonial subject, to follow, Homi Bhabha, is here presented as not only 

potentially able to subvert colonial order but also as good at mimicking.
188

 Although 
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this point will be discussed at great length in the next chapter, I need to point out that 

this kind of representation reveals a hidden anxiety that the proselytised African has 

the potential to backslide into another less civil and dangerous role. Such a possibility 

threatens the missionaries‟ very existence. Secularism, greed for money and land and 

power, an “imitation of the worst side of European civilisation”, left the “inner life of 

the Church” spiritually lacking.
189

 African Darkness (as it came to be refered to) 

mutated into “new paganism” in the form independency, materialism and eventually 

Mau-Mau. To put it more theologically, the African past and present was dominated 

by prince of darkness. Consequently, the increasingly problem of quality, corporately 

and individually, urgently needed “the saving, transforming knowledge of a personal 

Christ.” The demand was for a church filled “with power and making it mighty 

regenerating force among the people.”
190

 In Christ alone was “a sure foundation for a 

new and nobler form of society” to be found.
191

  

The African‟s potential to subvert order is further pronounced by Arthur when 

he concludes that the missionary is preacher of true and right race-consciousness.
192

 

This can be best understood in light of what Arthur wrote for another occasion: 

To-day Africans are scattered abroad…and young Africans are coming into 

contact with all kinds of forces –good and bad. They are in touch with 

Europeans, Indians, and other races; their outlook is being 

widened…Problems and difficulties lie ahead because of the Europeans, 

Indians, Arabs, and Africans in Kenya – the problem of race and inter-racial 

relationships. We must help Africans to take their proper place and prepare 

them for such leadership as may come to them…There will be greater 
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opportunities for men and women missionaries to be real co-helpers with the 

Africans in Kenya for the formation of the new life which is bound to come.
193

 

 

The possibility of subversion was not only compounded by racial consciousness but 

also by the demobilisation of the returning African World War II veterans.
194

 War-

weary returnees who were never compensated equally as their white counterparts 

were increasingly becoming a cause for concern.
195

 Political consciousness had hit its 

highest note even among men with whom missionaries had laboured in the Gospel for 

many years. Increasing unrest in Gĩkũyũ country was seen as the retaliation from the 

powers of darkness resisting the penetration of Gospel light.
196

 Blakeslee reported that 

“so strong was the spirit of nationalism abroad in their land that few Agikuyu were 

unaffected by it”.
197

   

In conclusion of this part, I have been able to detect first the binary 

oppositions underpinning colonial biblical hermeneutics where the African is seen 

negatively while identifying as positive the civilising presence of the colonisers. 

Secondly, I have been able to show the various representations of the colonial subject 

as the other: as one who is a threat not only to himself but also the mission of the 

Church. This demanded domestication of the Africans into obedient servitude. I have 

also shown that the seemingly innocent and objective use of the biblical text in the 

representations of the “Other” is not as transparent as it appears. It masks the 

construction of the Africans in which colonialism takes upon itself the power of 

describing, naming, defining, and representing the colonised. The construction of 
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binary opposites offered an expanded hermeneutical vocabulary in which reality was 

defined with the underlying assumption that through appropriate biblical teachings, it 

was possible for the African to move from the former state of being to a Christian 

consciousness. Subsequently the African was expected to make one huge leap of faith 

from the spiritual state of non-being to a Christian state of being, ignoring the 

hermeneutical and structural modes of colonialism which in essence defined the 

African‟s future.  

2.2.2  Semblance and Differentiation 

The second principle of legitimation can be discerned in how animism is 

applied. What makes “animism” a powerful hermeneutical tool is that positively, it 

affirmed African human semblances with other mortals in their religious quest. The 

Africans like any other human beings on planet Earth had a religion
198

 and “God in 

his thought”
199

. The affirmed human semblance, to follow Mudimbe, reduces and 

neutralises all differences into the sameness signified by European norms.
200

 On the 

second level, “animism” helped articulate distinctions and separations between the 

colonised and the coloniser. Tylor had termed animism to refer to “the ground work 

of the Philosophy of Religion from that of savages up to that of civilized men.”
201

 He 

laboured to show that on the scale of humanity and animism‟s evolution, “tribes” of 

“savages” were at the lowest level. Although all humanity was interconnected in the 

process of this evolution, animism was “deeply modified in its transmission.” What 

differentiated animists from “higher faiths” was the “moral element” of religion 
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barely present in the lower cultures.
202

 In comparison, the animist religious views 

were informed by “a crude childlike natural philosophy” while “higher faiths” were 

guided by “the law of righteousness and of holiness, the inspiration of duty and of 

love.”
203

  

Tylor‟s theory drew a clear distinction between those who had full revelation 

of God and those who though generally with a rudimentary religious consciousness 

could not conceptualise Christian religious ideas without outside help. In other words, 

it helped create “cultural distance”.
204

 The relationship that this understanding 

envisions is a relationship of power and domination. The colonised would no longer 

speak for himself nor represent his presence, emotions and history. Europe would, 

from a position of strength and superiority, speak for and represent the Africans. By 

naming the African‟s “primitiveness” or “disorder”, Europe would on the other hand 

offer means or methods of its “regeneration.
205

 Nonetheless, as Memmi posited, the 

coloniser never planned to remake the colonised in his own image. If this was 

allowed, it would destroy “the principle of privileges” that colonialism offered the 

coloniser.
206

 The distance between the coloniser and the colonised is never great 

enough. Memmi‟s articulation becomes clearer when we consider a paper titled “The 

Presentation of the Gospel Committed to our Trust to Animists” presented in one of 

the C.M.S. annual conferences in Kenya by Rev. Leonard J. Beecher.
207
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Beecher built on Tylor‟s assertions discussed above and used them to explore 

the theme of the conference which came from Matthew 28:16 “fellowship in Gospel” 

and based on Paul‟s vision in Acts 27:23-24: “There stood by me that night the Angel 

of God, whose I am and whom I serve”.
208

 In the document, “pagan” Africans are 

compared to the “educated philosophers of Greece.” In spite of similarities drawn 

from Paul‟s texts, the African remained the “illiterate pagan” as compared to the 

“educated Greeks.” Nonetheless, similarities in the mode of approach typical of 

Paul‟s methods of evangelism with uneducated pagans had to start with the pagans‟ 

own conceptions and bidding them to accept the good tidings which Paul and 

Barnabas brought.
209

 In Paul‟s view, both the “uneducated pagan hearers” and the 

“educated philosophers of Greece” deliberately ignored God‟s revelation and held 

“down the truth in unrighteousness…knowing God, they glorified him not as 

God…and changed the glory of the incorruptible God…they exchanged the truth of 

God for a lie”.
210

 In the same light, African pagans were to leave “their vain things” 

and turn to “the living God” who through creation “left not himself without witness”. 

Lacking any biblical evidence on what might have taken place after Paul‟s 

disputation in Athens, Beecher summoned support from extra-biblical material to 

offer credence to his claim that Paul‟s mission to the educated Greeks was a success. 

In the first place, Beecher presented Paul‟s method as superior to that of his 

contemporaries such as Apollonius of Tyana, who, while visiting Athens at about the 

same time as Paul, made side attack on the ribaldry of life in Athens. Paul on the other 

hand avoided such attacks and was also careful not to attack “on the superficial 
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manifestations of an imperfect understanding of the nature of God.”
211

 Thus taking 

what the “philosophers” knew of God as the “unknown God”, Paul said “what ye 

worship in ignorance, this set I forth unto you”.
212

  From the testimony of Eusebius, 

Beecher concluded that “God used and blessed his method of approach, for 

Dionysius, one of the council of the Areopagus itself, was converted” and later 

became the first bishop of Athens.
213

 Damaris, “one of the fashionable educated 

courtesans” together with her entourage were as well converted.  

Beecher concluded that “it‟s very like Athens in parts of pagan Africa today – 

„Africa‟s deus incertus and Athens‟ „unknown God‟.”
214

 Paul‟s speech thus provides 

the legitimate basis for mission work among the Africans. God is not circumscribed in 

a geographical ambient. God is acknowledged by all people everywhere. The African 

as such had a general revelation of God though distorted. The missionaries‟ work was 

to “prepare the way for Christ‟s revelation of God by commencing with what the 

African already has, - an awareness of God”.
215

 Missionaries‟ task was to teach the 

African “the great truths” concerning the nature of God, whom the African was 

already dimly aware but so heavily veiled. The vague idea of God had to be replaced 

with “a more intimate and definite knowledge of the Deity and Divine purpose.”
216

 

While the awareness of a deity was insufficient, the “African‟s religious 

predisposition” would as well provide the needed basis for a new form of evangelism. 

The African negative fear of God would become a good source of hermeneutics 
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successfully redefined “in terms of new experiences of God, until finally „perfect love 

casts out fear‟”.
217

  

This approach was not without its advantage. It introduced the need for 

comparative approach in biblical interpretation and anticipated “inculturation”. The 

new construct offered in Beecher‟s lecture grudgingly acknowledged the “striking 

parallels between the Hebrew Old Testament and African lore.” It came as awakening 

“to the tremendous fact the same God and Father has, after all, been working in their 

history too, so that Jesus may come to them also as a fulfiller and not as a 

foreigner”.
218

 Because of this connection, Beecher recommended fuller study of the 

Old Testament with African pastors and pastors-to-be, catechists, and teachers.
219

  

The comparison, however, ends with the idea of general revelation. The 

carriers of the divine mandate owe their “lamp of culture” to the Greeks and Romans 

which Beecher referred to as the “light of our civilisation today”. One cannot miss the 

differentiation though implicit yet subtly affirmed. The Greeks and Romans may have 

been lacking in religious and ethical concepts, but their intellect and inventiveness 

were beyond comparison to the heathen African. It is in light of this magnificent 

inheritance that the Old Testament became important. What the Greeks and Romans 

could not offer in matters of religious and ethical concepts, the Jews as recorded in the 

Old Testament provided and it became infused in Western civilisation. From the 

Jewish “perfect text book,” Europeans did not only learn about “God‟s dealings with 

His chosen people” but also “God‟s way of dealing with human needs.”
220

  

In contrast, the African notion of God was flawed. God as understood by the 

Agĩkũyũ and African in general was “the counterfeit of truth” who was nothing but 
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“an angry, opposing force, always prepared to war against the weal of the tribe unless 

suitably propitiated.”
221

 God was a deity to be “feared than loved.”
222

 This 

understanding was as well expanded by offering theological explanation to African 

religious deficiency as given by Beecher, who wrote, 

while he (African) believes in the fundamentally spiritual nature of life, in the 

continuity of existence between this world and the next, and vaguely,… in the 

existence of God, yet there has come into his life a counterfeit of the truth, 

manifested in the rites and observances which fill his life, in the belief in the 

efficacy of magic, and we must be convinced that the author of this counterfeit 

which so heavily overlays the truth is none other than the devil.
223

  

 

Theology of the Devil reincarnate in African rites and beliefs reinforced the urgent 

need for a new reading and interpreting strategy. The missionaries were facing a 

replica of what Paul had years before stated that “our wrestling is not against flesh 

and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the world rulers of this 

darkness, against the spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places”.
224

  

Beecher‟s explanation offers evidence as to why in Gĩkũyũ country, for 

example, Matthew 16: 13-28 would be used to validate and justify the colonial 

Church‟s unquestionable authority on cultural, moral and religious ideas that it 

imposed on the Africans. For example, the United Kikuyu Language Committee 

translated ἅδης as used in its genitive form ἅδου in Matthew 16:18 to refer to “of 

Hades” as kũndũ kwa Ngoma (abode of Spirits).
225

 In this translation, rather than 

follow its Hebraic understanding (i.e. the world below), ἅδης is taken to refer to 

African religions, cultures and values. Although this shall be fully discussed in 
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chapter 4, I must say that the translation here was an intentional misrepresentation of 

the term kũndũ kwa Ngoma. If we bear in mind that missionaries synonymously used 

Ngoma to refer to demons,
226

 then the word that represented abode of ancestral spirits 

was negatively used to condemn one of the important Agĩkũyũ religious tenets as 

demonic which in modern currency refers to devil worship. The translation reinforces 

the colonial understanding of differences as standards of absolute facts.  

Just like in the construction of binary opposites, the colonial representation 

that unites through similitude and eventually articulating distinctions and separations 

show that representation of the African was not stable and fixed. However, 

understanding of binary opposition and differentiations would be incomplete without 

understanding what Loomba refers to as “the dialectic between self and other”,
227

 

which brings me to the third principle of legitimisation in colonial hermeneutics.  

2.2.3  Metaphysical obligation 

The third principle of legitimation that we discern in Arthur‟s sermon is the 

missionaries‟ self-understanding of Christian missions to lands beyond Europe as 

divinely mandated. It builds on the European self-conception and the Bible to inform 

the colonial attitudes towards Africans.
228

 In Kenya, the Bible would serve a pivotal 

role in constructing a cultural authority for the colonial Church, both in the metropolis 

and the colony. When Dr. Arthur asserts in the sermon that missionaries introduced 

“the third great seed of influence”, Arthur was replicating what was already held as 

true that “the Expansion of England” was part of the “Expansion of the Kingdom of 

Christ” – The Empire of Britain and the Empire of Christ.
229

 His scriptural choice of 

Revelation 11:15, as discussed elsewhere, alluded to this fact. As such, the Bible and 
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European Christianity became the unassailable components that would inform the 

spirit and style of accomplishing the divine obligation.
230

  

The claim to metaphysical obligation was amplified by Rev. J. N. Ogilvie of 

the Church of Scotland who believed in Christian Missions‟ double role as a moral 

agency that served as “the Empire‟s Conscience” and as the main agency in the 

civilising mission among “child-races” of the empire.
231

 Like Arthur, Ogilvie found 

support for his position in the Bible: 

The Kingdom of heaven is like to a grain of mustard-seed, which a man took 

and sowed in his field; which indeed is the least of all seeds but when it is 

grown it becometh the greatest among herbs, so that the birds of the air come 

and lodge in the branches thereof.
232

 

  

Ogilvie found the parable of mustard seed analogous to “Christian Imperialism and a 

Christian commercialism.”
233

 The assumption in this allusion is that the missionary, 

colonist, and the colonialist worked toward the same goal. The symbolism in the 

mustard-seed and the branching tree meant that mission work to the “child-peoples” 

was not strictly a spiritual enterprise whose aim was to “rescue the souls of men from 

sin” and obedience to Christ‟s command to preach the gospel to all. According to 

Ogilvie the command “to preach the gospel” was more comprehensive. It included all 

of the natural branches of “civilising activities.”
234

 Its driving force was understood to 

be the “internal pressure of its inner Christian „élan‟ an impulse which is but 

expression of a Christian principles of life moving within.”
235

 In other words 

congruency between civilisation and Christianity was unavoidable for it was a natural 

consequence of Christian mission. This may explain why missionaries working in 

Kenya interpreted the doctrine of “the principle of trusteeship” in Article 22 of the 
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Covenant of the League of Nations
236

 as clearly supporting the metaphysical 

obligation.
237

 But for the principle to become meaningful in its application, it was 

argued that the British government in Africa had to be established on “righteous, 

sound and enduring foundations.”
238

  

This same understanding made Rev. Hooper declare that as British East Africa 

became a colony, he would endeavour, in correspondence and united action with 

Anglican Bishop of Mombasa and all the Missions, to see that the colony was  

high toned, religious, and that its name and influence in the foreshadowing of 

an African Empire make for righteousness…the power of broad Christian 

testimony and working force of the Evangel of our Lord. Our east is not 

merely the lovely bit of hill and wood, with a touch of lake and native villages 

hidden in the bush. It is the estate of our Lord‟s claim on the Protectorate, and 

the bidding of our Lord to His Colonists and His African Tribes to thank Him 

for His mercies and yield him their love. And yet the dignity of the Church is 

not comprised by its position here. The estate is worthy and its work effective. 

The very villages which stud  its acres, which in no other way could be 

secured than by the temporal possession of them, are worth a Church‟s 

Mission, and their education and Christianisation is a full reward…We do not 

need to defend the Industrial principle. It has been proved up to be hilt.
239

 

 

There was no doubt in the CMS African Secretary‟s mind about missionary‟s 

mandate.
240

 In addition, Pax Britannica was understood as an act of divine will. 
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According to Sir Charles Eliot
241

 one of the pioneering administrators in Kenya 

colony, Europeans were to use the secured peace, security and prosperity as the basis 

for progress through patient and practical philanthropy, and by a tolerant missionary 

enterprise working in accordance with Christ‟s command, “Into whatsoever house ye 

enter, first say, „Peace be to this house.‟”
242

   

The missionaries‟ interpretation of the Church and its mission found its way in 

most African converts of both the pioneering and colonial church days.
243

 One such 

African Christian who is very instrumental in this research is the late Very Rev. 

Charles Mũhoro Kareri.
244

 Mũhoro‟s work is important to me because he was not only 

the first African to inherit leadership of the post-colonial Presbyterian movement in 

East Africa but also for his instrumental work in Bible translation to Gĩkũyũ 

language.
245

 Mũhoro represents a class of African elites who uncritically accepted and 

embraced in whole the missionaries‟ interpretation of Matthew 16: 13-28 in light of 

the metaphysical obligation to Christianise and civilise.  

Expressing his self-understanding and interpretation of the Church Mũhoro 

wrote that,  

We sing that the root of the church is „our Lord‟. He‟s the one who started it. 

He said, „You are Peter, and upon this rock I will built my Church.‟ Matthew 

16:18. Our Lord was pleased by Peter‟s confession that Christ was the son of 

the living God. It was Peter‟s faith that was the rock. Like Peter, we are saved 
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by our faith that Jesus is indeed the Son of God. He is the savior of whoever 

trusts in him. In the Synoptic gospels, Jesus mentioned the Church twice. The 

first we have we‟ve just referred to. The second is in Matthew 18:18, where 

we read how the church was empowered by Jesus to bind and loosen those 

who sin…In Luke 9:1-6 we read how he sent his apostles by giving them 

power and authority to preach and do miracles. When they came back, he then 

sent seventy other people to go and preach and heal the sick. In Luke 10:17-

20, we see that these people came back happy, having known that their names 

were written in heaven. From that time there were more and more believers. 

After Jesus was crucified and resurrected, he sent them on the biggest mission: 

„Go and make disciples of all men baptizing them in the name of the Father, 

the Son and of the Holy Spirit (Matthew 28:1-20.)
246

 

 

This text will be given further consideration in my final chapter. But in the mean time 

some comments will suffice.  

In the first place Mũhoro places himself in the context of the larger church. He 

used “we” which is a Gĩkũyũ linguistic way of locating the individual within the 

larger community. Secondly he quotes from a hymn as the basis of his hermeneutical 

discussion in which his understanding of the Church is lifted up.
247

 This is very 

typical of Mũgĩkũyũ
248

 since Agĩkũyũ are known to love songs. Those who became 

Christians used songs and hymns liberally as hermeneutical resources. Peter‟s 

confession is connected to individual faith rather than to the community which is also 

a mark of the evolving individualised believers. Mũhoro then developed interpretation 

premised on personal salvation. This self-understanding of the Church and its divine 

mandate, as we shall see later in our discussion, influenced Mũhoro and other African 

Christian elites in the way they interacted with African dissenters, Revivalists, Mau-

Mau and Church councils. The post-colonial Presbyterian Church under Mũhoro‟s 
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leadership did not shy away from this interpretation and would use it in all policy 

formulations most of which were replica of the colonial manual. 

 Before concluding this section I need to make several other observations. 

First, reference to “divine right” was necessary to legitimise “statutory difference” 

between the colonised and the coloniser.
249

 This is evident in the fact that in Kenya, 

the “sacred trust of Civilization” remained true only when it served the interests of the 

White settlers and the colonial government as in the case of Native Land Trust 

Ordinance.
250

 In addition, the early colonial land policy failed to honour moral 

commitment to the annexation principle.
251

 Instead it quickly created “in Africa a 

class of land proprietors” with anybody in the colony belonging to this class, so long 

as “he or she was not an African.”
252

 McGregor Ross, one of the fair-minded Britons 

living in Kenya at the time, equated the system to the biblical annexation of Naboth‟s 

Vineyard, which consequently created an underclass of landless majority.
253

 Up until 

1926, when the first translation of the Gĩkũyũ New Testament was published, the 

Africans in Kenya had had no legal right to their lands.
254

 

 Secondly, missionaries stood at a privileged position of power which 

definitely influenced the missionary authoritative approach to biblical interpretation 

and teachings. Missionaries did not only see Christianity as an essential component of 

colonial culture but they also believed that Christianity was its very foundation. The 
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issue of feasibility about dissent from the autocratic approach would only come later 

due the helplessness that the Africans felt. 

 My third observation is in regard to the contradictory moral positions taken by 

the Colonial Church, which survived throughout the history of mission work in 

Kenya.
255

 Obvious moral and ethical deviations evident in colonial policies such as 

the unproductive Native Land Trust Ordinance which saw servile conditions put in 

place by the government never moved the church to action. The colonial Church did 

not consider it unrighteous to lay unjust burdens on African shoulders as a duty of 

spending their lives in modern industry while making it crime to break a contract of 

employment.
256

 The immoral ordinance required colonial magistrates to “encourage” 

labour migration through “moral suasion”. They were expected to use African chiefs 

to force Africans by all means possible to work for Europeans.
257

 With full support 

from missionaries the colonial government required that the able-bodied male 

population leave the reserve to work in the settled areas. Africans were frequently 

fined, flogged or jailed for “idling”, desertion and avoidance.
258

 Taxation also worked 

as a forceful deterrent to the development of land, which the Africans had right to 

occupy. Amazingly, missionaries failed to speak or act against settlers‟ indulgence in 

severe punishments and unjust refusal to pay African labourers. One settler is reported 

to have boasted publicly, “five minutes after I start working with these Kikúyus, I‟m 
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raving like a Dutchman…I sjambocked the nigger till my arm ached.”
259

 No bishop, 

priest or reverend ever preached against colonialism while many preached against 

African paganism, nationalism and particularly violently against Mau-Mau.
260

 This 

fact exposes the conflicting social, racial and ideological interests in the Mission 

Church, which brings me to my next point. 

2.2.4  Stereotyping: Racial Categorisation 

If there is one single idea that would most reinforce the construction of 

colonial identities in Kenya, it is the “common-sense” idea about black people (and 

more so Africans). I follow Loomba who sees stereotyping not as simple ignorance or 

lack of „real‟ knowledge but as a reduction of images and ideas to a simple and 

manageable form.
261

 Stereotyping the Africans did not only serve as a method of 

processing information but also reinforced the dialectic of self and other. 

Postcolonialism identifies racism as one of the marks of representations whose 

constructions was based on observable features.
262

 Though colonisers differed in their 

interaction with the colonised thus producing variable racial discourses and identities, 

we can discern distinguishable linguistic and conceptual racial presuppositions that 

gave form to colonial hermeneutics. In Arthur‟s sermon racism is introduced in two 

ways: first, Arthur introduced a split identity of the Africans who had all the traits of 

savagery but yet had some lovable qualities. Secondly, contact between the 
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“immigrant races” and “intelligent and progressive African peoples” was likely to 

produce racial misunderstanding, making the missionary the best suited to bring in 

true and right race-consciousness.
263

  

Colonial stereotyping, in the Kenya colony began by first bringing together as 

closely as possible people who resembled each other.
264

 These are people who 

thought each other as sharing common values, history, culture, race and heritage. This 

homogenising approach of racial identity was not unique in any way since as 

discussed by Rev. Oldham, the “doctrines of racial domination” had already taken 

foothold in Europe and America.
265

 Doctrines on racial superiority were propagated 

through books, works of fiction, drama and the press.
266

 In these texts, exploitation 

and domination of the “backward races” were exalted as virtuous.  

Secondly, colonial stereotyping helped generate discourse on primitivism 

which defined the racial “other” although representations were almost always 

ambivalent and contradictory.
267

 For example, the Agĩkũyũ disposition was said to be 

“naturally cheerful: Merry, loquacious, and laughter-loving soon forgetting their 

troubles and lacking the spirit of vindictiveness”.
268

 They were said to have “a great 

sense of justice”, “shrewd enough in matters of business” but “wanting in the ever-

present greediness”. The same was repeated of him that as “by nature extraordinary 

honest; bright and intelligent, trustful and truthful in contact with one European”, but 
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became “stupid and unreliable, tricky, and treacherous to a degree, in the hands of 

another”.
269

 Boyes stated that the Agĩkũyũ, compared to the other Africans “are 

remarkably changeable, and their temper can never be relied upon…they are both 

fickle and treacherous”.
270

 This example shows that by emphasising alterity, colonial 

stereotyping made it easy for the justification of representation and civilising the 

Africans.  

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong‟o identifies three distinctive forms of racism in colonial 

Kenya: racism of cultural diplomacy, the racism of contempt, and racism of 

sympathy.
271

 In the first instance, racism of cultural diplomacy lay far more in method 

than in content and mainly experienced in colonial schools. In their work, African 

students were confronted with white images of the world through “the best and the 

most refined tradition in European culture and thought” such as Shakespeare, 

Sophocles, Goethe, Balzac, Tolstoy, George Eliot, Yeats, Brecht among others.
272

 

Reading from such great tradition, African students would encounter reality as 

defined by Europeans and rooted in race, culture and class. These writers also served 

as cultural diplomats. Favourable identification with these writers meant favourable 

view of the countries that produced them. At the height of Mau-Mau uprising during 

which time even school children lost their loved one, mission schools such as Alliance 

High School were declared island of peace. In this particular school, the dramatic 

society put on “a very respectable „Julius Ceaser‟”.
273

 Despite the trouble in the land, 
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the school‟s principal confidently declared that “our chief contribution to the 

emergency is to go on trying to produce the right kind of men, … „strong in body and 

mind and character‟ who will go out in the Name and with the power of Christ to 

serve their fellows faithfully.”
274

  

The racism of contempt closely followed evidence of Social Darwinism and 

popularised through fictional books such as Rider Haggard‟s King Solomon Mines; 

works of  Elspeth Huxley, especially, The Red Strangers and A Thing to Love; Joseph 

Conrad‟s Heart of Darkness to mention but a few. In this case evolution, conquest, 

and difference became signs of hermeneutical, theological, biological, and 

anthropological destiny. Accordingly, things and beings were assigned both their 

natural place and social mission.
275

 This theory which was accepted by most colonial 

administrators and colonists concluded that the superiority of Whites was biological 

and total. As “a mark of progress” the stronger exploited the weaker. Progress was 

perceived as the result of a grim struggle in which, according to nature‟s inexorable 

law, the weak species had to give way to the strong. Consequently the process of 

dispossessing the weaker peoples by the stronger was accepted as inevitable.
276

 

Almost all settlers and some missionaries in Kenya believed in the truism of Social 
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Darwinism and any relationship with the African was formed under basis of this 

theory.
277

   

The last group comprises those driven by racism of sympathy. Missionaries, 

who accepted the biblical ideal of common creation, exemplified what wa Thiong‟o 

refers to as “the racism of paternalistic sympathy”.
278

 The anthropological basis of 

this understanding came from Genesis that interpreted human beings as created in the 

image of and likeness of God. However, while the Genesis account‟s emphasis is on 

the dignity and sacredness of the human person having intellect, freewill, and the 

power of self-determination; the African did not fit in such a definition because of his 

inferiority traced in his cultural deficiency and not because of biological differences 

as claimed by others. Many of those who took this position acknowledged cultural 

differences between the civilised mind and the primitive mind but at same token saw 

hope of redeeming the African through the Gospel. Consequently, it was believed that 

the African could be reclaimed for God through proper Christian teachings. Those 

who followed this school of thought regarded Africans including proselytised African 

as a child-race and believed in paternalism as a way of whipping the child into 

adulthood through obedience and submission.  

For example, the Right Rev. Weston Bishop of Zanzibar
279

, in his article 

“White Man and Black” proposed three main attitudes that missionaries could adopt 

towards the Africans in East Africa: To count Africans as hardly human; keep 

                                                 
277

 See J. C. Carothers, The Psychology of Mau Mau (Nairobi: The Government Printer, 1954); Elspeth 

Huxley, The Flame Trees of Thika: Memories of an African Childhood (London: The Reprint Society, 

1959), Sir Harry H. Johnston, A History of the Colonization of Africa by Alien Races (Cambridge: At 

the University Press, 1899) and Livingstone and the Exploration of Central Africa (The World‟s Great 

Explorers and Exploration series (London: George Philip & Son, 1891); Sir Philip Mitchell, African 

Afterthoughts (London: Hutchinson & Co., 1954); , C. T. Stoneham, Mau-Mau (London: Museum 

press limited, 1953) and Out of Barbarism (London: Museum press limited, 1955); and Christopher 

Wilson, Before the Dawn in Kenya (Nairobi: The English Press Ltd., 1952). 
278

 wa Thiong‟o, Writers in Politics, 13. 
279

 Bishop Weston was among the three Anglican Bishops that oversaw ecclesiastical administration in 

the British Protectorate in East Africa. The others were Bishop of Mombasa and Bishop of Kampala. 



[80] 

 

Africans in perpetual servitude; or see in African one of the child-races, the „little 

brothers‟ of the human family.
280

 The Bishop recommended that the last attitude was 

that which “all Christians and all who really know and care for the native must 

adopt.” He considered the other two as wrong socially, politically and morally which 

no Christian and no sane citizen could defend. Weston continued to say that “We are 

„big brothers‟ to the child-races, who need „nursery discipline‟ even while in physical 

power they excel us and in spiritual capacity are no whit behind the average 

European.”
281

 Although, the African though a child had “reached that high level of 

social duty and of the „common life‟ to which our more earnest politicians are now 

exhorting us”, he still was “non-moral” and conforming “to the code of his tribe”. For 

this reason, the Bishop demanded that Africans be treated “as human beings whose 

place in the human family is the nursery.”
282

  

Weston‟s point was amplified by Rev. Hooper who posed that early contacts 

with the outside world yielded nothing, as Africa still lagged behind with its mysteries 

and darkness. For the missionaries, physical difficulties in accessing “negro Africa” 

were not in its terrain, dense forests, fever-stricken swamps and swollen rivers, dusty 

plains, diseases and death.
283

 What was insurmountable to the colonial missionaries 

“was the silence of the people” which became the chief obstacle to “Africa‟s 

unveiling.”
284

 In Hooper‟s estimation, Africa, in any of intelligible terms of social 

expression or institutional government never spoke. The African race remained 

“undiscovered and its soul unfound” until the new wave of colonial mission 
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endeavours.
285

 Hooper reaffirming Bishop Weston designation of Africans as a 

“child-race”, unequivocally told his fellow citizens that  

The African is an afterthought in the family of races. He is the world‟s latest-

born lying in the cradle of racial consciousness, and still lingering on the 

threshold of savage nonentity. His elder brothers of Asia, Europe and America 

have not yet accustomed themselves to think of his corporate existence, nor 

are they yet prepared to acknowledge his dawning personality. The native 

races of America and the aborigines of Australia proved to be still-born babes, 

but the black race is a lusty infant, growing rapidly in bulk and mental 

perception.
286

 

  

The ideas expressed by Hooper do not represent the idiosyncratic whims of an 

individual missionary, but rather a body of opinion in Europe which had been 

authoritatively systematised by Hegel in The Philosophy of History. Africa, which is 

not even discussed in the main body of The Philosophy of History, is summarily 

dismissed from consideration in the introduction but not before labelling it as the 

continent with no history.
287

 While arguing that the principle of Universality is what 

that naturally accompanied Western ideas, Hegel pointed out that in Africa 

consciousness had not attained to the realisation of any substantial objective existence 

and therefore, the Africans would never be able to stand alone.
288

  

In addition to racism of sympathy, racial stereotypes reinforced the position of 

cultural intolerance taken by the arriving missionaries in East Africa. In my opinion, it 

forms the hermeneutical basis of Rev. Beecher‟s rhetorical question posed to his 

fellow missionaries: “How, then, to present the Gospel committed to our trust to the 

peoples of pagan Africa?”
289

 Answering his own question, Beecher expanded and 

intensified contradiction between racial difference and the biblical notion of common 
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human ancestry.
290

 In the first instance, he argued that there was fundamental 

incompatibility of the old and new modes of religious ideas as the Bible declares that 

“Neither do men put new wine into old wine-skins; else the skins burst, and the wine 

is spilled, and the skins perish; but they put new wine into fresh wine-skins, and both 

are preserved”.
291

 Incorporation of any specific aspect of African culture in the “new 

synthesis” without deep examination of its basis in African beliefs would result in 

difficulties. Therefore, deeper analysis of “pagan creeds” would prove to the 

investigator beyond any shadow of doubt that Christian belief and African belief 

differ radically and inescapably. As such, missionaries, though tempted to be 

sentimentally attached to pagan social and moral values, must be ruthless in the case 

of religion. Consequently, the inferior religion must cede to Christianity!
292

  

2.3 Conclusion 

I have attempted to show in this chapter the interconnection and correlation of 

colonial reading(s) of the Bible and interpretation(s) in colonial Kenya to the 

discourses on human subject, culture and race. I have attempted to show through the 

various principles of legitimation that what colonial discourses commonly circulated 

about Africans was not “truth” but representations.
293

 The colonial Church in the act 

of representing colonial subjects stood as the objective and neutral arbitrator. The 

church stood out both as an existential and a moral reality. Beecher‟s document 

discussed above, advocated for hermeneutics that defined Mission Church as the best 

church type entrusted with  the “deposit of truth” to propagate, interpret and urge in 

and out of season God‟s law. Most importantly however, is the assumption that the 
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Bible stood as a stable and safe text containing absolutes whose consequent 

assumption was a particular, stable, coherent, and normative way of interpreting the 

Bible. Through simplistic, partial and highly selective use of biblical texts, the texts 

would be read as though they were written with the Africans in mind.  

The ideas on representation and insights on binary opposites and colonial 

depersonalisation, important as they are, remain incomplete without Homi Bhabha‟s 

observations that colonial discourses remained more ambivalent than resolute in aims. 

They were largely contradictory and a careful analysis of the “reality” they pretended 

to represent reveals instability and anxieties. Though they succeeded in causing 

displacement and disjunctions to the colonial subjects, colonial discourses did not 

succeed in totalising experience. This is the point that I will explore in the next 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3: LOCATION OF CULTURE IN THE COLONIAL HERMENEUTICS: 

AMBIVALENCE, MIMICRY, AND HYBRIDITY 

 

Kikuyu 

A Torch that flings a brave, triumphant light 

Down the dark aisles and pathways of the Night, 

And Dole, and Dread, and Darkness puts to 

flight: 

- Kikuyu! 

A Tree, God-rooted, casting gracious shade, 

With flower and fruit that shall not fail nor 

fade, 

For life is there awakened and new-made: 

- Kikuyu! 

A pure perennial Spring that never dries 

But ministers to all necessities, 

And body, soul, and spirit sanctifies: 

- Kikuyu! 

A little Temple in the wilderness, 

Where God dwells in His grace and tenderness, 

All seeking souls to help and cheer and bless: 

Kikuyu!
294

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

Biblical language and interpretation in colonial Kenya, though used 

preponderantly to exercise controlling influence and to highlight African otherness, 

also inspired “stubborn confrontation and a crossing over in discussion, borrowing 

back and forth, debate” which opened the possibility of alternative use of biblical 

language.
295

 Postcolonial theory helps us see that even those discourses which tend to 

totalise reality are not always sure about the reality they attempt to totalise. Even 

though colonisation aimed at dominating and restructuring the colonised‟s view of 

reality, it was not in itself immune to the restructuring power of decolonisation.
296

 As 

McLeod observes, there are moments where colonial assumptions meet alternative 
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views that throw their authority into question.
297

 Likewise, although the aims, nature 

and reliability of biblical interpretation in Kenya (in particular Gĩkũyũ country), may 

never have been independent from the consciousness and will of the colonial 

discourse that assumed its own dominance and superiority, its development was not 

monolithic. As my analysis will illustrate, the process of replicating the Bible and its 

teachings in colonial Kenya was a complex one. The context in which the Bible was 

reproduced could not allow exact replication of intended meanings.
298

 This fact shows 

that biblical interpretation, just like texts, rarely embodies one view.
299

 In this chapter 

I will be offering three main arguments which relate to each other at various levels of 

colonial contacts.  

The first claim, which follows Memmi‟s and Bhabha‟s proposition, is that the 

cross-overs and the borrowing back and forth in colonial contexts became possible 

through the “concept of „fixity‟” in the construction of otherness.
300

 Such a concept is 

reinforced by stereotype which serves as its major discursive strategy and produces a 

process of ambivalence in the colonial representation of the colonised subjects. The 

discourse of colonialism remained ambivalent from the simultaneous attempt to 

reduce the colonised otherness while still maintaining the cultural gap between the 

colonised and the colonisers. In the Christian circles, on one hand as I shall show later 

in the chapter, biblical language was used effectively to universalise Christian reality 

and identity as colonialism attempted to domesticate the Africans through the 
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civilising mission. On the other hand, biblical language was used to fix the colonised 

as a group that remained strange and other who had to remain under the watchful 

hermeneutical eyes of colonialism. For this reason, colonialism without seeing any 

contradiction would focus on the mission of civilising its “others” while also fixing 

the colonised into what Loomba refers to as “perpetual otherness”.
301

 

In the civilising mission the Bible is used to fully exploit the African latent 

potentialities in order to create a Westernised native in religion, morals, manners, and 

in intellect. However, since in their desire for quick progress Africans developed a 

tendency to mimic the European without acquiring fully the desired European values, 

the native had to be guarded against any policy that would poison and distort the 

African potentialities.
302

 In other words, to follow Bhabha, the African remained “a 

subject of a difference that is almost the same, but not quite.”
303

 Needless to say that, 

as a rule, the coloniser must never admit that the colonised is really different from the 

coloniser as this would undercut the legitimacy of colonisation.
304

 Yet still, the fact 

that European values can be imitated or reproduced leaves the possibility for 

subversion.
305

 I will offer evidence and discussion in chapters 5 and 6 about Homi 

Bhabha‟s suggestion that simple acts like mimicry was not an act of straightforward 

homage to colonialism but a way of eluding control.
306

 

My second claim that I will be making in this chapter is that the colonisers‟ 

experience and even that of the Africans which they represented testified to the 

diversity and differences present in the colonial world. Since the African context, just 
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as the coloniser‟s one, was a world with its own agendas, priorities, and history, it was 

not possible to develop unitary and pure forms of hermeneutics and beliefs. As Said 

suggested cultural forms are “hybrid, mixed, impure”.
307

 Therefore, hermeneutics and 

Christian beliefs that evolved out of the colonial situation could not be anything but 

hybrid, mixed and impure. Since hybridity as understood in postcolonialism is never 

total or complete, it remains perpetually in motion, pursuing errant and unpredictable 

course, open to change and inscription.
308

 Hybridity offers alternatives of interpreting 

reality without the exclusionary, fixed, and binary notions of reality based on culture, 

race, ethnicity, gender or even national identity. Further, while hybridity helps 

articulate state of being, social problems and contradictions, it offers no immediate 

solution in the first instance. To follow Robert Young, it offers challenge rather than 

solution while allowing people to interpret the new spaces with relevant meanings of 

their own in dialogical encounters.
309

 

The third claim that I make in this chapter is that, due to the ambivalences, 

anxieties and contradictions as well as the hybrid nature of colonial discourses, the 

colonial situation offered an “in-between” space where other possibilities in 

interpretation became feasible. This point is elaborated further by Bhabha who has 

eloquently argued that the “„in between‟ spaces provide the terrain for elaborating 

strategies of selfhood – singular or communal – that initiate new signs of identity, and 

innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation, in the act of defining the idea of 

society itself.”
310

 The “in-between” space opens the possibility of negotiations. In the 

moment of historical transformation it becomes almost impossible to achieve “an 
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originary identity or a „received‟ tradition”.
311

 An interrogatory interstice is opened 

between the act of representation and the presence of the community itself where 

cultural values, community interests and experiences are negotiated. This is captured 

well by Renée Green as quoted in Bhabha, where she uses the metaphor of the attic, 

the boiler room, and the stairwell to make associations with the colonial binary 

polarities. In this case the stairwell becomes a “liminal space” to symbolise 

interactions between upper and lower, heaven and hell, higher and lower, black and 

white.
312

 Thus the liminal space “prevents identities at either end of it from settling 

into primordial polarities.”
313

 By investigating the “middle passage”, as it were, of 

colonial culture and experience, it reveals to us that though this process led to 

displacement and disjunctions, it was never able to create a totalising experience.
314

 

Memmi goes further and gives us an adequate argument explaining how the 

interstices come to be as a result of economic and social colonial encounters. First, the 

coloniser becomes aware that in the colonial encounter, he is the privileged one who 

enjoys exorbitant rights while the colonised bears the burden of enormous 

obligations.
315

 This awareness brings to light the fact that the coloniser is doubly 

unjust in that as a coloniser he “is a privileged being and an illegitimately privileged 

one; that is, a usurper.”
316

 Memmi continued, 

Accepting the reality of being a colonizer means agreeing to be a 

nonlegitimate privileged person, that is, a usurper. To be sure, a usurper claims 

his place and, if need be, will defend it by every means at his disposal. This 

amounts to saying that at the very time of his triumph, he admits that what 

triumphs in him is an image which he condemns. His true victory will 

therefore never be upon him: now he need only record it in the laws and 

morals. For this he would have to convince the others, if not himself.
317
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The situation leaves the coloniser with two options: either give up his privileges or do 

away with the colonised altogether. This choice reveals yet another disturbing reality - 

the coloniser‟s consciousness of the colonised‟s presence. The colonial encounter 

makes real that which to the coloniser belonged to the realms of imaginations as 

discovered in travelogues, missionaries‟ journals, documentaries, books and even the 

theatre. The existence of the colonised is no longer “a simple component of 

geographical or historical décor”.
318

  

In this encounter, the coloniser discovers that the colonised is part of who he 

is. It is this realisation of colonial relationship, privilege and usurpation that determine 

the coloniser‟s historic role which is of a group whose values and way of life are 

sovereign.
319

 According to Memmi, the growing habits of privilege, the illegitimacy 

and the constant gaze of the usurped render colonialism ambivalent and in many 

occasions contradictory. To maintain his legitimacy, the coloniser first attempts to 

demonstrate his meritorious role as a civiliser. Such a legitimation also demands that 

the coloniser extol his virtues while at the same time downgrading the colonised. 

Ironically, as Memmi demonstrated, the performative act that leaves the colonised 

downtrodden while the coloniser triumphs confirms the coloniser‟s guilt and 

establishes his self-condemnation.
320

 It is in this “liminal space” of guilt and self-

condemnation that comes the “enigmatic questioning” which disturbs any unified 

notion of history and every unitary concept of the coloniser‟s values.
321

  

In the remaining pages, using the three claims laid above I will attempt to 

show how colonial ambivalence within the historical development of colonial reading 

and interpretation of the Bible encouraged mimicry and helped create an “in-between” 
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space that hybridised hermeneutics, culture and experience. The colonial actualities 

opened up the possibility of alternative way of encountering the Bible, even 

resistance. To help in this analysis, I will consider Social and Christian anthropology 

that emerged as an internal critique of the missionary hermeneutics; the 1913 Kikuyu 

Conference and eventually the blending and application of African and European 

aesthetics used in the architectural work in the Church of the Torch building. In so 

doing, I hope to achieve several things. The first thing is to authenticate the “histories 

of exploitation” and the “evolution of strategies of resistance”.
322

 Secondly, I hope to 

neutralise the binary polarities that colonial situation created by revealing the 

interdependency of both the colonisers and colonised histories and narratives as well 

as the overlap, a borrowing back and forth. Instead of seeing colonial discourses and 

hermeneutics as meta-narratives that claim a total form of generality, I hope to show 

that there can be no final discursive closure of the theoretical.
323

 

On their part the formerly colonised would deploy cultural hybridity of their 

interstice conditions in order to translate, interpret and re-inscribe the colonial 

imagined self. What emerges from this scenario is not a continuum of the past or 

present. It is an encounter with newness which is not only ready to contest but also 

innovatively interrupts the former and present acts of representation. In the liminal 

space of colonial displacement and social discrimination one is able to hear the 

silenced voices and make visible the colonial invisibles.  

3.2  The Bible, Literacy, Colonial Ambivalence and Anxieties 

3.2.1 The Bible as the literacy primer 

Colonial construction of the African otherness oscillates between two 

contradictory positions of identity. On the one hand, the African who is in most cases 
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considered strange and other is represented as “essentially outside Western culture 

and civilisation”.
324

 On the other hand, through the performative acts of civilising, the 

African is brought inside Western epistemology through the construction of 

Africanists‟ discourses about the Africans.
325

 The construction of African otherness 

that splits the African as simultaneously inside and outside Western knowledge can be 

discerned in the history of Christian development in Kenya. Those who introduced 

Christianity laboured to domesticate the Africans, as already discussed, in order to 

abolish “otherness” by claiming a universal understanding found in the biblical 

metaphor of the body and Johannine concept of “they all be one”.
326

 By the same 

token, the understanding was designed to first assert the authority of the Bible, and 

through the Bible the authority of Western culture and civilisation.  

Although the following points shall be discussed at length in chapter 5, I need 

to point out here that from the early days, the Bible became the authoritative literacy 

primer used in catechetical classes and mission schools.
327

 One could not draw a line 

between the evolution of a new faith and the development of the intellect. At schools 

and church, Bible lessons were prepared on the parables, on the miracles, and from a 

harmony of the Gospels, all taken from “Oxford Helps”.
328

 In other words, it is 

through the Bible that the Africans first came into contact with the literary world. It 

was the only available text which introduced the African to alphabets, sentence 

structuring and writing. The Bible as introduced was not just a book; it was the Ibũku 

rĩa Ngai (God‟s Book.) In it lay the mysteries of the unknown world. To know the 

Bible was to know the mysteries behind the white man. Simply taken and read, the 
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Bible was “an object of strange power”
329

 and its content was the Truth which could 

not be questioned. As I shall show in chapter 5 and 6, the African learnt to revere it 

and take good care of it. He read, recited and remembered the things of the Bible.  

At school it was important that students of the Bible learnt its truths since they 

would equally be sent to preach to bring their heathen brothers and sisters to the 

Light. An example of those who received such training was Petro Mũgo, the first 

African evangelist of Church of Scotland Mission to an out-district distinctly not at 

first evangelised by any European.
330

  Marion Stevenson speaking adoringly of him 

said that as a lad of twenty years of age,   

It was a strange adventure for a young warrior. Not in paint and feathers and 

with shield and spear and arrogant bearing was he to sally forth as an enemy, 

working himself up to a lust to kill, but with the meekness of a quiet spirit and 

in the armour of God to carry a message of peace and love. It was an 

unforgettable experience to see him standing up before the congregation, 

straight and slender as a dart – a black Sir Galahad – his face shining with 

light and purpose. He was as yet only a catechumen, still waiting for the 

Church‟s outward seal of baptism, but of his devotion to Christ none could 

doubt, who looked on him that day.
331

 

 

Mũgo‟s devotion to the new mission was not in question. His meekness and the 

armour of God made him qualified as a messenger of peace. However, even as the 

Church was willing to send him out, he had not received the “Church‟s outward seal 

of baptism”.
332

 To make Mũgo and others effective in their new “warriorship”, they 

needed the most effective weapon of trade - The Word. This made urgent the need for 

an education policy grounded on the Bible. Such a policy was understood to be the 

fulfilment of Jesus‟ declaration that, “I have come that they might have life and that 
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they might have it more abundantly.”
333

 As a result, education became an integral part 

of Christian missions whose vision saw the education centre not as “establishment for 

the imparting of information, nor a training ground for clerks and artisans for 

industrial groups” but first and foremost “a centre at which young African may learn 

how to translate the spirit of Christ into terms of practical service for Africa”.
334

 

According to Rev. A. J. Hopkins, the purpose of education was not to seek doctrinal 

allegiance but the simplicity of the gospel which “Jesus gave Himself for us”. 

Education was supposed to help students interpret Christianity as “simply doing what 

Jesus did.”
335

 The simple notion that Jesus spent his life seeking to do selfless acts of 

service was to be the foundation on which to build a “new Africa”.
336

 In the process 

of interpretation African students had to learn to contextualise the universal and 

express Jesus not as a foreign figure speaking incomprehensible jargon but “a Christ 

made flesh … the eternal changeless Christ Whose feet the African will fall and cry 

MY LORD AND MY GOD.”
337

  

Hopkins‟ interpretation of John‟s words demonstrates two things. First, that 

through the right interpretation the domestication of the African would make it 

possible for a new Africa that received, mimicked and contextualised the civilising 

mission. Secondly, the use of the Bible as literacy primer in the formulation of an 

education policy whose primary role was to proselytise, would facilitate the 

construction of new epistemology, gnosis and moral knowledge in the new Africa.
338

 

Biblically based education as the foundation of morality, intellect, experience and 

culture sought to accomplish the implementation of the fundamental Christian truths 
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as “abiding foundations of the highest morality”.
339

 What this reveals is that mission 

education and biblical interpretation were an integral part of the civilising mission and 

therefore inseparable in lessening the cultural distance between the coloniser and the 

colonised. However, colonialism also maintains cultural distance through the 

stereotyping of the Africans as strange and other; therefore outside Western culture 

and civilisation.  

3.2.2  Possibility of an African Knowledge and Gnosis  

In the missionaries‟ discourse the element of splitting that casts the African as 

sliding ambivalently between the positions of semblance and differences finds 

theoretical cognisance in the Scottish missionary Rev. James W. C. Dougall‟s
340

 

rereading and interpretation of the theory of “Primitive Mentality” by the French 

philosopher and anthropologist Lucien Lévy-Bruhl.
341

 Dougall impressively reread, 

expanded and applied the theory in the formulation of education policy in colonial 

Kenya.
342

 He understood Lévy-Bruhl‟s work as the first to attempt to unveil the 

complexity in understanding the African mentality which had eluded many.
343

 

Dougall found in Lévy-Bruhl‟s theory a systematised explanation which coherently 

and in a convincing way articulated the difference between the African and Western 
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cultures. Accordingly, the application of the theory could help frame hermeneutics, 

education and colonial policies and modes of dealing with Africans.  

Dougall‟s conclusions are important because he was able to lay the framework 

in which the Bible would become central in the establishment of an education policy 

largely accepted by the colonial government. Dougall concluded that,  

The success of African education depends upon its power to provide for the 

deeper emotional energies their necessary freedom and expression, both 

through aesthetic and artistic channels such as games, dancing, singing, arts, 

and handicrafts, and through a religious faith which will „draw to itself the 

whole current of the emotional life and release it in a flood of spontaneous and 

joyful activities‟.
344

 

 

This statement is in line with the thesis question that Dougall was trying to answer. 

He first posed whether Africans could assimilate Western civilisation by not “merely 

accepting its scientific discoveries and inventions, but making its intellectual 

assumptions and methods really their own”.
345

 In other words, to what extent was the 

African different and would such difference affect the Africans ability to adapt to 

Western civilisation? Dougall believed that the answer to the question lay in Lévy-

Bruhl‟s theory. In Dougall‟s analysis and my reading of Lévy-Bruhl‟s work on 

“Primitive Mentality”, I draw several important conclusions.  

In its face value, Lévy-Bruhl‟s proposition may be located within the already 

existing discourses that assumed the primacy and even the complete centrality of the 

Western discursive and philosophical formulations. His theory on the “Primitive 

mentality” is as totalising in its form as any other anthropological discourse. Its 

attitudes and gestures fix the primitive mind as both strange and different from the 

Western mind. Lévy-Bruhl‟s theory, like all colonial discourses, represents the 

colonised or natives not as individuals but collectively in which case “the individual 
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mind is dominated by collective mental images”.
346

 The gulf between the primitive 

and Western mind, Lévy-Bruhl argued could not be reduced through the theory of 

animism and human semblance as first proposed by Tylor and supported by the 

British anthropological school.
347

 He challenged the English school of anthropology 

for “perpetually trying to show the relation between „savage‟ and „civilized‟ mentality 

and to explain it” and as such arriving at the general hypothesis of “animism”.
348

 

According to Lévy-Bruhl the explanation offered by the English school was in 

itself an imposition which went against the empirical data available. In his opinion, 

the British school of thought failed to ask the right question: i.e. “Do the collective 

representations of the communities in question arise out of higher mental functions 

identical with our own, or must they be referred to a mentality which differs from ours 

to an extent yet to be determined?” 
349

 He therefore, disagreed with the English 

anthropologists who had concluded that the primitive used mental curiosity (which 

Taylor referred to as “reasonable inference”) to seek understanding the causes of 

events. For Lévy-Bruhl, “myths, funeral rites, agrarian practices and the exercise of 

magic” did not appear to originate in the desire for a rational explanation. Instead, 

they were “the primitives‟ response to collective needs and sentiments” which were 

“profound and mighty and of compulsive force”.
350

 Lévy-Bruhl proposed to use the 

same accumulated data so that “by a positive study of collective representations we 

                                                 
346

 According to Lévy-Bruhl the laws in collective representations cannot be discovered by studying the 

“white, adult, and civilized individual” See Lévy-Bruhl, Primitive Mentality, 6-7 and Dougall, 

“Characteristics of African Thought”, 251. 
347

 Lévy-Bruhl coordinated and systematised representations (such as mana, totem, magic and religious 

symbols among others) using data collected by anthropologists as well as ethnologists. In particular, 

the work of E. B. Tylor, Primitive Culture, 1871 was helpful in its analysis of institutions, customs, 

group-ideas, and languages of the “primitive” races. He also used psychological analysis in order to 

show the importance of the emotional and the motor elements of mental life in general and extending to 

the intellectual life. Following Auguste Comte dictum: „Humanity is not to be defined through man, but 

on the contrary, man through humanity‟, Lévy-Bruhl aimed at showing that “the highest mental 

functions remain unintelligible as long as they are studied from the individual alone” (Lévy-Bruhl, 

How Natives Think, 15.) Lévy-Bruhl was in particular critical of James Frazer‟s the Golden Bough. 
348

 Lévy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, 17. 
349

 Ibid. 
350

 Ibid. 



[97] 

 

may arrive by degrees at a knowledge of the laws which govern them and thus obtain 

a more correct interpretation of the mentality of primitive peoples, and even of our 

own”.
351

  

The theory likewise builds on binary opposites and is categorical in its claim 

that the primitive peoples‟ mental outlook is radically different from that of  “civilised 

man”.  One way that the primitive mind is different is that it is pre-logical, mystical, 

and insensible to contradiction.
352

 As such, Lévy-Bruhl asserted, Primitives lacked the 

mental habit which would encourage abstract thought and reasoning.
353

 Instead, 

“collective representations” impose themselves onto the individual‟s mind becoming 

a sort of “article of faith” rather than a product of reason. The individual can hardly 

raise the question “why?” or “how?” since the primitive mind is predominated by the 

group representations. The native becomes so muddled by intense emotions as a result 

such that he is incapable of any disinterested contemplation which is the faculty of 

intellectual desire.
354

  For Lévy-Bruhl, rather than follow Taylor‟s dictum that “spirits 

are personified causes”, anthropology should seek to account for the place held by 

spirits in the collective representations of the primitives.
355

 

When probed further, Lévy-Bruhl‟s theory (despite its totalising attitudes and 

frame of reference) reveals instability and ambivalence. The first evidence of 

instability, which we can glean through Dougall‟s “principle of interpretation”, is that 
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even though Lévy-Bruhl understood the primitive mind as remaining pre-logical and 

indisposed to discursive thought or reasoning, the mental images or collective 

representations in the primitive thought operate under a certain principle – “Law of 

Participation”.
356

 By referring to the principle as the “Law of Participation” Lévy-

Bruhl meant the “connexion believed to exist between two things which are regarded 

as partially identical or as having a direct influence on one another although there is 

no spatial contact nor intelligible casual relation between them”.
357

 The primitive 

mind, by assuming the law of participation, did not find the need of investigating the 

causes of physical phenomena since the mystical connection offered sufficient cause. 

Everything that happens is due to occult forces where illness and death are associated 

not with the “natural” but as the result of magic.  

In acknowledging that primitive thought operated under certain rules, Lévy-

Bruhl was admitting existence of a form of knowledge that guides primitive thought. 

He does not deny the existence of the desire for an explanation in primitive thought. 

As a matter of fact he concluded that “like so many other potentialities which will be 

realized later when the social group develops, this curiosity is latent, and it may 

possibly be already manifest to a slight extent in the mental functioning of such 

peoples.”
358

 Interestingly too, Lévy-Bruhl‟s understanding of “collective 

representations” builds on the idea of universality and commonality of certain human 

features.
359

 As Dougall observed, by allowing some common feature in civilised and 

non-civilised mentality, Lévy-Bruhl‟s theory could not entirely reject the possibility 

that what is disclosed as primitive mentality may also be an element in civilised 
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communities.
360

 Such a slippage opens an “in-between” space that allows lessening 

any cultural or intellectual gap between the civilised and primitive mentality. 

Dougall‟s second observation is that Lévy-Bruhl was not categorical in the fact 

that the Primitives are completely indifferent to objective realities. Even though the 

primitive mind is indifferent to the discursive operations of thought, of reasoning, and 

reflection, the same natives “show themselves…observant, wise, skilful, clever, even 

subtle, when an object interests them, especially when it is a case of obtaining 

something they very much desire”.
361

 This characteristic offered the opportunity to 

gradually dissolve and decompose “the primitive syntheses, the preconnections of the 

collective representations” when “experience and logical claims win their way against 

the law of participation.”
362

  

Apart from the few admissions set above, Lévy-Bruhl‟s theory assumed an 

absolute and fundamental difference between pre-logical and civilised mentality. It 

made total the distinction between primitive and Western mind yet leaving the 

possibility of transformation in a chronological evolution, the first primitive and only 

as a forerunner of the civilised mentality. In an attempt to subdue the radical otherness 

of the colonised that Lévy-Bruhl‟s theory postulated, Rev. Dougall used evidence 

from psychology and psychoanalysis to argue first that the features which characterise 

primitive mentality are also located in the European mental life.
363

 Dougall based his 

argument on the study of normal European children by Jean Piaget of Geneva and on 

the writings on psychoanalysis mainly by Ernest Jones. In the first instance, the study 

of the European child‟s developmental stages revealed that the children‟s unconscious 

mental life began by confusing words with things. For this reason the child would see 
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inanimate things as endowed with human characteristics and conscious motives. Since 

the child is unconscious of his/her own subjectivity as well as the personal quality of 

his/her feeling, the child projects the whole content of his/her consciousness onto 

reality. Therefore, to the child, the material world appeared as possessing feeling and 

will. In other words, “the children showed inherent tendency to animistic and magical 

conceptions.”
364

 Applied to Lévy-Bruhl‟s theory of the primitive mentality, Piaget‟s 

technique revealed a striking resemblances between the unconscious mental life of the 

European child and that of the prelogical mentality.
365

 In both cases, the “constant 

assimilation of external processes to schemas arising from internal experience gives 

rise to the feeling of participation” and consequently, the root of magical ideas and 

animistic beliefs.
366

 

In the second instance, the Freudian universal unconscious subsumes all 

particularities. According to Dougall, it is in the “omnipotence of thought” that 

psychical causation is felt to be more real than the physical.
367

 Dr. Ernest Jones‟ 

psychoanalysis of a European adult had concluded that the unconscious, where all 

mental functioning originates, places excessive belief in the value and significance of 

psychical processes in general. Consequently, the unconscious overestimation of the 

power of thought leads to a tendency to ascribe external happenings to spiritual forces 

while depreciating the significance of physical factors. The unconscious, according to 

Jones ignores moral standards and follows its own logic which follows emotions 

rather than reason. For this reason it lacks the well-known characteristics of logical 

thought and ignores direct contradiction. The importance of this discovery is the 

persistence of the child‟s mind (in its original and unchanged form) in adult life 
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meaning that “the adult civilised man” has two modes of thinking, the conscious and 

the unconscious which makes psychoanalysts take very seriously and apply literally 

the saying “the child is the father of the man”.
368

 In essence, the conclusion is that the 

influence of the unconscious which is prelogical, egocentric, magical and animistic, is 

never superseded or eliminated by the logical conscious system. However, experience 

and education alters the unconscious forms but the control of the unconscious by the 

logical system remains imperfect through life.
369

 When applied to the primitive 

mentality it is not hard to see what differentiates it from “the civilised man”. 

According to Dougall, this difference is analogous to the difference between the 

European children and adults.   

As such, it means Lévy-Bruhl is right in his conclusion that the primitive mind 

is pre-logical, mystical, and insensible to contradiction because it is governed by the 

law of participation. Nonetheless, when analysed using Piaget‟s study and 

psychoanalysis, Lévy-Bruhl‟s theory can only be meaningful if it accepts that the 

features of the unconscious mind is common to all humanity as revealed by 

psychoanalysts and as describe as pre-logical, mystical, ignoring contradiction, and 

insensible to limitation of time and space. Dougall‟s conclusion is reinforced by the 

fact that Lévy-Bruhl admitted the possibility that the conscious thinking never entirely 

supersede prelogical thought which is precisely the contention of psychoanalysts; that 

the child‟s mind persists in adult life and that control of the unconscious by the 

conscious remains imperfect even in “the adult civilised man”.  

The rereading of Lévy-Bruhl is further reinforced by the observable facts that 

“in the native environment we find in the most striking evidence of man‟s reason, 
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observation, and thought applied to practical problems”.
370

 For these reasons Dougall 

contended that “it is impossible, therefore, to assert an absolute separation between 

the mind of primitive peoples and our own”.
371

 He saw the difference as 

fundamentally social; a social phenomenon in which individuals are trained or 

become accustomed to use their mental powers under the influence of different social 

systems of organisation and belief. The social milieu in which the African lived 

limited the potential to cultivate the conscious and failed to assist him to reach a truly 

objective knowledge of reality. Instead it reinforced the mental attitudes and 

assumptions which are the essence of the unconscious.  

Therefore, despite “the presence of magical ideas and irrational conceptions of 

nature”, the Africans like Europeans, argued and made deductions from commonly 

accepted premises.
372

 The fact that the African is capable of logical thought, 

inference, and speculation, opens up the “liminal space” in which the African could 

“attain to the most civilized standards and the most purely logical modes of 

thought”.
373

 The African could learn to acquire “the white man‟s skill” and achieve 

higher education and professional training. Such a view opens the possibility of 

assimilation through mimicry. But before this could happen, those charged with the 

civilising mission must first be aware that the African conscious thought is easily 

modified by emotions, the unconscious factors. The unconscious factors that govern 

interpretation of experience, according to Dougall, were influenced by the “logic of 

conscious reason” which remains in dialectical tension with the “logic of the 

emotions”.
374

 When the former failed to reinforce the latter, the conclusions are 

irrational and illogical. Like children the Africans act largely from feeling and habit, 
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but can be surprisingly logical! Once this fact is understood, it is easy to explain “the 

supposed deficiency of the African in concentration, reason and logic”.
375

 In other 

words, the malleable quality of the Africans is double edged. On the one edge, it can 

assimilate easily through parroting and mimicry. On the other edge, it mutates into 

something else with the potency of degeneration or subversion. As a consequence of 

his conclusions, Dougall called for serious study of the African‟s social institutions 

through social anthropology. Secondly, he proposed an education policy that not only 

understood education “as an intellectual process” but also one that canalise or 

sublimate “the emotional energies of the unconscious.”
376

  

Lévy-Bruhl‟s work and Dougall‟s rereading of the same are apt examples of 

the performative acts of narrowing of “otherness” while at the same time fixing the 

African as different. Both point to the fact that colonial discourses split colonial 

subjects between contrary positions. Out of this logic, to follow Edward Said, two 

situations emerge.
377

 One closely follows the nineteenth century logic where colonial 

politics, aesthetics, spirituality and even epistemology were seen as inevitable and an 

avoidable. In this case, colonialism has the power of representing and speaking for the 

silent African majority. This vision also assumes non-existence of or it simply 

eliminates other non-Western alternatives.  The second situation, which still assumed 

that Western tutelage over the Africans was a given and could still not imagine an 

alternative other than colonialism, allowed the possibility of a vision of regenerated 

Africa. It allows the possibility of future process of fusion, synthesis and even 

intermixture in both hermeneutics and beliefs.  

                                                 
375

 Dougall, “Characteristics of African Thought”, 260. 
376

 Ibid. 
377

 See in particular chapter one on “Overlapping Territories, Intertwined Histories” in Said, Culture 

and Imperialism, 1-72. 



[104] 

 

Dougall‟s rereading of Lévy-Bruhl also shows that colonial situation does not 

allow a master narrative about the colonised or any unitary approach. People and 

cultures do not flow unimpeded and unchanged in any encounter. What this means is 

that there is no single process in social production. Instead, social production or even 

conferring of civil status involves a history of contested relations at all levels of 

societal change. The contested space in this case was in the modern interpretation of 

what constitutes Christian values, and the site of assimilation as well as resistance to 

the forces of historical changes within the colonial society. Because of these 

interactions, the knowledge which emerged remained fluid and shifting in order to 

incorporate new elements. The spontaneous nature of such knowledge meant that it 

could not be fixed but remained flexible borrowing back and forth from both the 

traditional as well as colonial milieus. Both the illiterate proselytes and Athomi in 

colonial Kenya (as we shall see in the later chapters) would unashamedly utilise and 

hybridise the religious as well as profane orature of the defunct traditional world of 

yesteryears, transforming it to meet the demands of modernity. Linguistically, they 

would employ African dialects, idioms and forms but also inflect them with running 

allusions and borrowing from acquired English and Swahili. Christian anthropology 

envisioned hybridisation in an attempt to answer the hermeneutical question posed 

albeit scriptural quotation, “But what does it profit him, we do well to ask, if he gain 

the whole of this world and, without Christ, forfeit his very soul?”
 378
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3.3  Cultural Doubt and Liminal Space 

It is Christian anthropologists John M. Graham and Ralph Piddington who 

offered the most beneficial insights under the universal idea of “the brotherhood of 

man and the sense of human fellowship which lie at the core of Christian teaching”
379

 

and “those five daunting words, „They shall be one flock‟”.
380

 The hermeneutical 

possibility of achieving Johannine exhortation that they be of “one flock” was offered 

through the use of Professor Malinowski‟s
381

 theorem of “culture contact” as 

hermeneutical beginning point.
382

 “Cultural contact” in Malinowski‟s work referred to 

the colonial contact with the surviving elements of pre-European native culture. The 

“zero point” of culture contact had to begin with the actively surviving elements of 

native culture, which had to be sharply differentiated from the “original culture” that 

felt the impact of European civilisation.
383

 These included the surviving traditions and 

institutions of the extinct indigenous warfare; the existing memories of past greatness 

and military traditions; and the “native magico-religious beliefs and practices” which 

co-existed with Christian “conversion”.
384

 Anthropological insights revealed that the 

former pagan religious significance that permeated the African‟s whole life was not 

completely lost.
385

 Rev. Father Temples would later express same cultural doubt 

                                                 
379

 These two represented social anthropology whose methodology followed a functional approach. 

Anthropology by the 1930‟s added two important features: i.e., painstaking investigation in the field by 

an observer trained to be alert not only to the complexities of primitive customs but also to the 

intervention of his own bias; secondly, the theory of functionalism (Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown) 

which made cultural relativism an explicit assumption. See Graham, Anthropology, 5. 
380

 Graham, Anthropology, 6 quoting from Cullen Young‟s article in Africa, Vol. III, p.215. 
381

 Professor Malinowski was a social anthropologist and the intellectual force behind the functional 

school of social anthropology. Malinowski served as Jomo Kenyatta‟s teacher and friend and wrote a 

foreword to Kenyatta‟s work Facing Mount Kenya. Reference to Kenyatta‟s work will be made later. 
382

 Graham and Piddington borrowed from Malinowski‟s introductory essay “The Anthropology of 

Changing African Cultures” in Methods of Study of Culture Contact in Africa: International Institute of 

African Languages and Cultures.)  
383

 Graham, Anthropology, 7. 
384

 Ibid., 7. 
385

 The revived interest in anthropology looked at the African cultural milieu as myriad admixture of 

religion, common consciousness, ancestral worship, and savagery all interwoven to an organized whole 

in which the African found meaning. Leakey, Kenya: Contrasts and Problems, 86; see also Beecher, 

“The Gospel Committed to Our Trust”, 5. 



[106] 

 

about imagined African backwardness in his much acclaimed work Bantu 

Philosophy.
386

 Anthropological insights produced a colonised individual who as a 

social reality was entirely knowable and visible.
387

 

Graham and Piddington suggested hybridity because “culture contact” was 

partial and whatever fragments of European civilisation brought were distorted or 

remoulded in the process. Christianity, for example, became almost unrecognisable in 

the presence of the Colour Bar, while “education” given to the “natives” without 

facilities for the attainment in adult life of the social and economic status for which it 

was a preparation would be disastrous. Further, the native rites cherished as a 

symbolic protest against European encroachment anticipated unnecessary friction as a 

result of the development of African sects, “fanatical” religious movements, 

susceptibility to communism and other forms of “neo-pagan” propaganda, and the 

adoption of Islam.
388

 In addition, since the native culture was dynamic and a living 

organism, contact with European civilisation, produced spontaneous developments, 

often influenced by collateral agencies of change distinct from the main current of 

official European influence. For these reasons, the two argued for the re-orientation of 

Bible reading and native education where schools and churches should serve the 

integrative role rather than being merely a disruptive force.   

3.3.1  Hybridity and Anxious Repetition  

Hybridity almost always threatened the civilising mission. Consequently, 

stereotyping of the Africans never ceased in order to control the colonised subjects 

who were thought to be always in motion, sliding ambivalently between two opposing 

poles of similitude and difference.
389

  In Kenya it was always argued that Western 
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civilisation had resorted to a widespread absorption of material aspects of the “tribal” 

life consequently leading to divorce of religion from life.
390

 „Sacraments of simple 

folk‟ that previously mediated grace were nothing more now than „empty shells‟.
391

 In 

this regard, Rev. Hooper declared, 

Animism is dead or dying. Western trade and knowledge would kill it without 

the assistance of the missionary. The old social fabric is shattered, and with it 

the old restraints and moral sanctions, such as they were. If Africa were to be 

left now, the last state would be worse than the first.
392

  

 

Sixteen years later, Leonard J. Beecher took it up from where Hooper had left to 

argue,  

if this were true sixteen years ago, how much more so is it true today? The 

coming of a new civilisation to Africa has opened to the African doors of vast 

social and commercial opportunity. But what does it profit him, we do well to 

ask, if he gain the whole of this world and, without Christ, forfeit his very 

soul? (Mk. Viii, 36.)
393

 

  

Both Hooper‟s and Beecher‟s concern reveal deep-seated anxiety due to their inability 

to fix the elusive colonial subject; hence “anxious repetition” of the old stereotype 

about the Africans “without Christ”. The repetition of colonial stereotype worked as 

an attempt to secure the colonised in a fixed position while at the same time 

acknowledging that such an endeavour would never succeed.
394

 

Rev. Beecher held to the fundamental incompatibility of the old and new 

modes of religious ideas. African religious ideas and practices were considered 

diabolical and could have no place in the Christian church.
395

 Therefore, he could 
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hardly accept the anthropological insights offered without the necessary 

hermeneutical modifications. For this reason Rev. Beecher proposed that, 

The very fundamental nature of the African‟s creed demands that we should 

re-habilitate the universe with all the spiritual forces of God. He and He alone 

is the Lord of all good life and our presentation of Him must be such that He 

enters into every phase of human activity so that the religion of the Cross 

permeates every phase of human activity as surely as did the pagan faith of 

old.
396

 

 

He argued that while most African Christians had relinquished paganism, they could 

not detach from the “animistic” force which held them captive. Animism no longer 

operated as the 

 dead hand of the past that controls the use and disposal of the property in the 

hands of the living”, rather it was “a living force…a pattern of thought and 

behaviour, which, by emphasising the communal bonds which unite the living 

clan with the dead, ensures each loyal member of the clan a continuity of 

existence in the clan heaven.
397

 

   

While this force
398

 bore some resemblance to “the henotheism of ancient Jewry”, it 

differed in that it was independent of any personal relationship with God. The power 

of the departed held sway in the African life more than God did. Thus the need for a 

new hermeneutical strategy which would reintroduce the “real” God so that, 

 once the pagan comes to recognise the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ as the God and Father of all, as Lord of all Power and Might without 

whom nothing is strong and nothing holy, then the saints on earth and the 

saints in heaven become linked together in a living, holy Church, excelling as 

day does night the old and imperfect image of pagan animism.
399

 

   

For this to be accomplished, the African had to see first “the relations of Christians 

one with another as an outworking of the faith which profess in „one Catholic and 

Apostolic Church‟”. Otherwise the result would be an increase of the lamentable state 

of affairs marked by “a return to a wholesale separatist form of Church Government 
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reminiscent of clan separatism in animistic religious ideals.”
400

 A hermeneutical 

approach demanded also that the African grasped Jesus as “a Living Reality.”
401

 New 

methods must present the Agĩkũyũ not “with a static system of orthodoxy” but “a true 

knowledge and love of God.” The African had to be fully immersed in “Learning 

Christ” that “ye put away…the old man; …and that ye be renewed in the spirit of your 

mind, and put on the new”.
402

 According to Beecher putting on the “new man” 

demanded that Africans accept “Him as a personal Saviour”. The Gospel which God 

had committed to the missionaries‟ trust had to strike the hearers with the same 

convicting power that brought the words of conviction from the lips of the centurion 

who stood by the Cross in Mark 15:39.
403

 

What I have tried so far is to show that Christian anthropology helped 

acknowledge that the Africans had autonomy of their own that could reinvade and 

reclaim what colonialism had claimed as its own. Bhabha‟s concept of fixity and 

Memmi‟s idea of ambivalence, though representing the Africans as enmeshed in 

contradictory polarities of semblance and difference, opened the interrogatory 

interstices where the perceived silent African contests the discourse of colonialism. In 

silence, the Africans testified to the diversity and differences that the discourse of 

colonialism tended to assume. As Edward Said observed, the testimony opened the 

possibility of inscription, interpretation and expansion of areas of engagement 

including the most contested self-understanding.
404

 The interstice was further widened 

in the colonial attempt to establish a united native church. 
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 3.4 The Founding of Colonial Hermeneutics: Kikuyu Conference, Double 

Vision, and Mimicry 

The main work of narration, interpretation and application of biblical language 

and hermeneutics in colonial Kenya was made real through the proposed idea of a 

“United Native Church” which was floating around as early as 1908.
405

 It is in the 

1913 Kikuyu Conference that colonial hermeneutics built on the discourse of 

colonialism was fully accomplished. On the one hand, the Conference proposed that 

under certain conditions of domination and control the African could be progressively 

reformed. But on the other hand, it displayed separation denying the Africans the 

capacities of self-determination, independence and self-actualisation. Yet still, its 

ambivalence and anxieties opened the possibilities of alternative engagement with the 

Bible in which mimicry represented ironic compromise.
406

 Bhabha posits that 

mimicry in the colonial situation “emerges as one of the most elusive and effective 

strategies of colonial power and knowledge.”
407

 Through mimicry colonial 

hermeneutics hoped for a reformed and recognisable “Other”. Mimicry as a colonial 

strategy seeks to reform, discipline and regulate the colonised. However, mimicry 

remains ambivalent as it is also determined to put to check non-Western alternatives. 

3.4.1  Homogeneity  

The first organising principle of colonial hermeneutics as attested in the 

Kikuyu Conference is the establishment of a homogenous approach to the civilising 

mission built on Johannine words that “they all be one”
408

 and reinforced by the text 
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“A new commandment I give unto you, that ye love one another, as I loved you”.
409

 

In agreeing to join hands for the sake of the united church, it was argued that the 

societies were following the purpose of God so that God‟s “Name might be declared 

throughout all the earth” (Romans 9:17). The Church did not occur only within a 

given historical context but it has always been “part of the Eternal world breaking into 

history”.
410

 Consequently, the colonial church had no choice but make society more 

Christian because the calling of God stood sure and unchanging – Romans 9:17, 11, 

16.
411

 Hermeneutics would be used to articulate a unified notion of history and unitary 

concept of social virtues such as historical rationality, the autonomy of individual 

consciousness and cultural cohesion.  

In response to God‟s calling and at the initiative of Henry Scott (Scottish 

missionary) together with Rev. J.J Willis (C.M.S), in June 1909 a conference of local 

missionaries was summoned in Nairobi. In this conference missionaries considered 

“the establishment of a united, self-governing, self-supporting and self-extending 

African Church” united in fundamental faith, a united Church which would be free 

from the “trammels of denominational differences”.
412

 With diverse yet divided 

mission societies in Gĩkũyũ,
413

 Rev. Henry E. Scott (the pioneer of the effort) could 

not see any practical way other than the concerted effort of the societies to bring about 

                                                 
409

 Rev. Dr. John W. Arthur, “The Late Very Rev. Norman Maclean”, Kikuyu News, no. 199 (March 

1952), 1216. 
410

 CMS/AFG 35/49 Afg AP4 (University of Birmingham Archives), 5. 
411

 See “Our society in the calling of God: Being an inquiry submitted to the committee of CMS by the 

secretaries in February, 1945. CMS/AFG 35/49 Afg AP4 (University of Birmingham Archives), 5. 
412

 Dr John W. Arthur –Box 763, University of Edinburgh, Special Collection, (Consulted on February 

4
th

, 2008), 48a; see also CMS/ G/Y/AFE 1/1 1913 (The University of Birmingham, Special Collection). 

See also J. J. Wills, “The Kikuyu Conference” in Towards a United Church (Edinburgh House Press, 

1947), 24. 
413

 Mission societies operating in Gĩkũyũ country at the time included: Church Missionary Society, 

Church of Scotland Mission, American Baptists, American Quakers, United Methodists, German 

Lutherans, Swedish Mission, and Seventh Day Adventists, and the Roman Catholic Church though not 

included in the venture. 



[112] 

 

“a union of all the branches of Christ‟s Church”.
414

 In June 1913, championed by Dr. 

John Arthur and Bishop J. J. Willis Bishop of Uganda, missions in Kenya gathered for 

the second time for the purpose of setting in motion the proposed Scheme of 

Federation of Missionary Societies working in British East Africa, following in the 

footstep of the Church of India.
415

 The Kikuyu Conference, as it came to be known, 

aimed at bringing the various Protestant missionary societies working in East Africa 

in closer harmony and co-operation. They were to formulate a definite and systematic 

plan for the purpose of adopting common lines along which the young native 

churches were to be developed.
416

 The symbolic sign that this endeavour sought was 

to offer autonomy, stability, integrity and unity. 

3.4.2  The Word of God 

The second organising principle was loyalty to “the Holy Scriptures as 

supreme rule of Faith and Practice” and in particular the belief in the absolute 

authority of Holy Scripture as the Word of God. This principle gave mandate to the 

participating societies, “to see that the Word of God is purely preached within its 

bound, the sacraments duly administered, and discipline maintained.”
417

 The first 

strategic function of this hermeneutical principle was to normalise multiple beliefs 

and contradictions already existing within the mission field. Secondly, it sought to 
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create space through which, and with the help of knowledge produced, surveillance of 

the Africans would be exercised.  

3.4.3  Linguistic Control and Mission Comity  

The third organising principle that I identify in the emerging hermeneutics and 

articulated in the Kikuyu Conference is linguistic control. As a rule, the process of 

signification and representation started with the assumption that the African had to be 

transformed by the religious and cultural truths enshrined in colonial texts.
418

 Both the 

Conference and actual geographical space collaborated to produce the linguistic 

ambition of achieving common policy in regard to language problems, unification of 

natives‟ dialects, translations submitted to one centre, common method of spelling, 

the same names for God, for Spirit, for Soul, and the like.
419

 The mission societies 

pledged to use every means available to “prepare the mind of the native Christians for 

realising this goal.”
 420

 Geographical articulation led to the formation of the United 

Kikuyu Language Committee (U.K.L.C.) which oversaw the harmonisation of Gĩkũyũ 

dialects and the translation of the Bible into Gĩkũyũ.
421

  

The geographical model also offered a technical explanation of the political 

actuality of the Union sought. This was achieved in the so-called principle of 
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“Mission Comity”.
422

 The principle recognised denominational differences that the 

first hermeneutical principle was attempting to homogenise the ethnic diversity in 

areas represented by the mission societies.
423

 Protestant Christianity had established 

itself in Kenya through representatives of different denominations and was present 

throughout the Protectorate (especially in the neighbourhood of the railway line), with 

the Church of England having the strongest position. “Mission Comity” declared that 

all Societies were to mutually respect one another‟s spheres.
424

    

In a classic stereotyping of the African, the Conference represented the 

African as always in motion. For example, the African pagan was represented as an 

alien presence that interrupted or hindered historical progress. Paganism/animism as 

found in East Africa was said to be of a unique kind. Bishop Wills wrote, “East Africa 

is still emphatically a pagan country; and the paganism of Africa may perhaps be 

described by the one word – malleable.” It possessed no literature and had no fixed 

creed. Adherents of this “Paganism” were said to be “primitive tribes, without 

cohesion, and without influence”.
425

 East African paganism was an invertebrate and 

weak religion and its followers abandoned it for “the first strong leader” that crossed 

their path.
426

 Essentially, the African soul and mind were a tabula rasa “plastic and 

ready to the hand of the maker with the main question being: „In what mould shall it 

be cast?‟”
427

 Protestant Christianity, as a result of this malleability stood threatened by 

the possibility of “dissensions between native Christians” as well as the emergence of 

a “united Mohammedanism, a united Roman Catholicism” against a Protestant 

                                                 
422

 This refered to the delimitation of spheres among the missionary societies in East Africa where 

tracts of physical space with community therein mostly in “tribal lines” were allocated by the colonial 

Government to Missions. Scott, A Saint in Kenya, 126-127. 
423

 The Conference had European representatives from all over the colony where each mission 

represented specific ethnic group(s). 
424

 In case of local disputes regarding borders to such “sphere of influence” between Missionary 

Societies and Churches, a Court of Arbitration was formed. 
425

 Willis, “The Kikuyu Conference”, 6f. 
426

 Ibid. 
427

 Ibid., 7. 



[115] 

 

“Christianity represented by a dozen widely differing types, mutually independent, if 

not mutually opposed.”
428

 The African who is “almost the same, but not quite” 

threatens the civilising mission. On his part, the coloniser is caught between the desire 

for moral and religious reforms and the dread of African subversion. 

It follows then, as stated by Memmi, that whenever a coloniser states that the 

colonised is a weakling and malleable, in essence what is being declared is that the 

colonised‟s deficiency requires protection.
429

 First, it means that for his own good, the 

colonised must be excluded from the managerial functions and that the heavy 

responsibilities be reserved only to the coloniser. Secondly, it legitimises ecclesial 

legislation and severity in order to protect the colonised against himself. 

Hermeneutics must also play its rightful role to confer civil status to the colonial 

subjects.
430

 To this end Mission societies were encouraged to use similar forms and 

usages of public worship; intervisitation on the part of Church members; common 

attitude towards “heathen customs”; common Church discipline; common course of 

instruction to catechumens and native ministers; and systematic Bible study.
431

 

3.4.4  Ambivalence  

The performative act of constructing a unitary whole reveals something 

deeper, complex and contradictory which cannot be contained in fixed terms. I want 

to suggest that the Kikuyu Conference reveals the anxiety of the coloniser disturbed 

by “the shadow of colonized man” who threatens to breach laid boundaries and 
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mimics the coloniser from a distance.
432

 The cultural difference that an attempt for 

unitary historical progress may have aimed at disintegrates as it confronts the “Other”. 

Instead of unifying, it splits the self and other in which case none of the two can stand 

without the other. So far we have not met a native who speaks apart from his 

representation (Indeed no African was present in the Kikuyu Conference). But this 

absence does not mean that the colonised presence is absent in the consciousness of 

coloniser. The colonial subject speaks, and is seen from where it is not.
433

 When we 

consider the aftermath of the Kikuyu Conference, it is not difficult to conclude that 

colonial authority represented by mission societies undermined itself by its inability to 

replicate its own self perfectly well. The menace of mimicry as Bhabha indicates “is 

its double vision which in disclosing the ambivalence of colonial discourse also 

disrupts its authority.”
434

 

When put under the scrutiny of postcolonialism, the process of signification 

and the historical event of representation loses control of its performative role. It 

reveals that, as agents of a particular branch of Christianity, mission societies were 

primarily concerned with making of Presbyterians or Methodists or Baptists or 

Anglicans out of the people of their particular mission field. The 1913 conference 

received a world-wide notoriety in Church circles and in the Press throughout the 

world on account of disapproval voiced by the Anglican Bishop of Zanzibar Dr. Frank 

Weston, because of the participation by Bishop Peel and Bishop Willis in an 

ecumenical Communion service held at the close of the Conference. At the end of the 

Kikuyu conference administration of the Lord‟s Supper had taken place at which 

Anglican Bishop J. J. Willis presided. Dr John Arthur, overwhelmed by the act of 
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celebrating communion presided over by an Anglican Bishop, wrote a lengthy letter 

to a Scottish paper boasting about it.
435

  

Dr. Arthur‟s statement triggered the ensuing controversy which revolved 

around the Anglican belief of the historic episcopacy. Episcopacy within the Anglican 

union was interpreted as of divine origin and that it gave the Episcopate possession of 

full membership in the Visible Church. Bishop Frank Weston on his part thought of 

the conference which he had refused to attend as subversive to the Anglican 

Communion and constitution. He wrote to the Archbishop of Canterbury accusing his 

colleagues, Bishop Peel of Mombasa, and Bishop J. J. Willis of Uganda of heresy. 

The action of Bishop Weston threatened to split the Church of England with the 

Bishop of Durham reported as supporting “wholeheartedly” the two bishops accused 

by Weston, while the Bishop of Oxford threatened to resign if Bishop Willis and 

Bishop Peel won their case.
436

  

As the Kikuyu controversy set in motion a foray of intellectual debates that 

put Kikuyu squarely on the international scene, Marion Stevenson decried 

denominational rivalry as the antithesis of 1 John 1:3. She wrote, 

The very air of Africa seems to breed distrust and suspicion, and as the lack of 

fellowship among Christians destroyed their testimony long ago and gave 

Mohammedanism its chance, so to-day mutual distrust and suspicion between 

black and white is hindering the spread of the Gospel among the Kikuyu. It is 

even poisoning the relations between missionary and fellow-missionary. From 

personal experience I can say that when, being in fellowship with one another 

and with our common Lord and Saviour, we, like St John, make it the great 

aim of our daily life to bring those others into fellowship with us and with 
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Him, those foolish feelings of superiority and inferiority, which are the root of 

most of this mutual distrust, disappear.
437

 

 

Stevenson‟s lamentation was taken up and discussed in a series of the so-called 

Kikuyu Tracts.
438

 The point of the series was to give “help towards clear thinking on 

the larger questions which lie behind” the Kikuyu controversy.  

3.4.5  The Ethereal and Colonial Actualities 

The first thing we note is the abstraction of hermeneutics from the colonial 

actualities. The colonial actualities of denominational rivalry, economics, politics, 

race, class, and history were not given any thought as interpretation of the Kikuyu 

controversy moved to the ethereal with the desire for universality of God‟s Law. For 

example, the Right Rev. C. F. D‟Arcy (Bishop of Down), offering his interpretation of 

the Johannine concept of unity in a tract titled “What is the Church”, suggested that 

Christ‟s intention was to create and propagate a society founded on the “principle of 

discipleship” as the main role of Christian community covenanted with God and 

found in world mission. Accordingly, divisions and competition among the Christian 

churches threatened and weakened the cause of Christ. Bishop D‟Arcy declared that a 

church divided was a source of fatal weakness, more so in the mission field where 

unity of purpose was of utmost importance. This “blessed company of all faithful 

people” who love Christ make Christ “manifest in all the ministries of love, in the 

salvation and uplifting of humanity.”
439

  

Bishop D‟Arcy embraced the discourse of colonialism by encouraging the 

warring societies to enter into dialogue with one another in order for the Church to 

enter into full possession of that spiritual heritage which is for the Church in Christ 
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attained in the organic life.
440

 His principle of interpenetration, however, assumed that 

such an organic unity is only possible within the Western organic world and world of 

consciousness. Such an abstraction also failed to recognise that the Kikuyu 

Conference symbolised a hermeneutics whose goal was to persuade and influence 

people to view reality from a specific angle. As hermeneuts those present at the 

Conference came from a particular class, race and nation. The controversy also attests 

to the fact that biblical interpretation is a conscious act of men and women in society. 

It shapes people‟s attitude of life both at the individual and the community level.  

Dwelling on the same theme of unity, H. C. G. Moule (Bishop of Durham) 

carried Bishop D‟Arcy‟s proposal a step further in the tract titled “That They all may 

be One.”
441

 Moule laid his emphasis on what he refered to as the “golden paragraph of 

the great Prayer” in John 17:21, 22, 23, 

The glory which Thou hast given Me I have given them, that they may be one 

even as We are one, I in them and Thou in Me, that they may be perfected into 

one, that the world may recognize that Thou didst send Me, and didst love 

them as Thou didst love Me.
442

 

 

The words as quoted revealed, however faintly, what Christ thought of unity. Unity in 

Christ‟s mind had a quality of its kind and a cause.
 443

 This unity began in the realm of 

“the ideal” found in the intent of Christ. Christ‟s intention was received by individual 

Christian‟s in whom it produced a deepened and amplified individual life which is 

fully operative in “its noblest ideal.” However, that “ideal characteristic” never 

terminated in itself or the individual. It had to exist and grow for others. This is 

because “man is developed on purpose that he may cohere.”
444

 The effecting cause 

that Christ demanded for unity was in the realisation of “the living and loving 
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unification of His disciples” with Christ‟s prevailing intercession as the backbone of 

this unity.
445

 Moule defined “Unity” as the “Power Upon the World” which originated 

in God and “generated within the inner life.” Because of its character, unity 

transcends “all questions of order and even of ordinance” because it belonged to the 

heavenly order.
446

 In other words, Bishop Moule was making sacred a cultural model 

by giving it a divine seal.
447

 In the performative acts of forming and transforming both 

the individual and social authority, the church was participating in the process of 

moving history towards a unitary whole in which projected social virtues were its 

teleological expression.
448

  

Eugene Stock on the other hand, in “The Church in the Mission Field” was 

more candid and realistic. He wrote, “Our differences are real differences, and must 

find expression”.
449

 Stock rendered colonial presence as ambivalent because of the 

colonial Church‟s double inscription. On the one hand, the church was the “Visible 

Church Catholic” (i.e. the Church Catholic with its external Creeds and Sacraments 

and Ministries) and while on the other it stood for the “Church” in the higher spiritual 

sense, which is referred to in the Anglican Prayer Book as “the mystical Body of 

Christ, which is the blessed company of all faithful people.” The former was far from 

ideal being a mixed body comprising all who profess and call themselves Christians. 

This was represented in the church that is seen in the Book of Acts whose 

commencement was at the Day of Pentecost marking the beginning of missionary 

enterprise. It is this visible church that preached the Word and to which people 

responded with the help of the Holy Spirit. Though human, it was also divine since it 

had received the “Historic sacraments; Historic Canon of Scripture; and Historic 
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Creeds”. Even though denominational rivalry and competition are marks of the 

“Visible Church Catholic”, Stock reminded missionaries of the higher calling of 

proselytisation.
450

  

It is this double vision that re-inscribes sovereignty through the visible sign of 

authority which normalises and marginalises at the same time. In the first place, 

biblical appropriation and justification for the proposed unity which was partial and 

selective, desired closer fellowship, fuller co-operation, and eventual organic union
451

 

of Christian churches into “the Christian Church” as a worldwide endeavour.
452

 Yet 

its interpretation set in place a far reaching policy that sought insurmountable power 

and control. The hermeneutical commitment made absolute and therefore the 

unquestionable authority of the Bible as the Word of God. This in itself set in motion 

a policy of a rigid hermeneutics and ecclesiasticism that excluded the Africans and 

rejected others on the basis of orthodoxy. As a result the colonial church became the 

supreme authority in interpreting scriptures, doctrine, and morality and legislating 

against “tribal” customs.   

But the Kikuyu controversy reveals something else also: uncertainty. 

Missionaries could not escape from dealing with tensions, conflicts and contradictions 

of a community in the process of becoming something else other than what they 
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are.
453

 The Conference and others that followed could not replicate a perfect model of 

the Johannine command of unity. As a consequence, colonialism rendered itself 

ambivalent. In addition, the native who remains present even though invisible is 

inadvertently allowed a form of subversion as a result of “a slippage, a gap, between 

what is said and what is heard.”
454

 Eventually, the discursive conditions of dominance 

are turned into the grounds of intervention that also entertains a hybridity of 

authority.
455

  

3.5  Hybridity and the Aesthetics 

The process of hybridisation and ambivalence were also captured in the use of 

art and architecture as tools to make biblical connections and interpretation. The 

process of replication of the Bible and biblical language is a complex one. It is never 

complete or perfect because the context in which it is produced does not allow the 

original to be replicated. Such is the case of a poem written by John Oxenham to 

celebrate the accomplishments of the Church of Scotland Mission in Gĩkũyũ country 

which leaves the possibility of translation or transformation acquired knowledge into 

something else other than the preconceived. The poem read, 

The Church of the Torch 

God, our Father, said: 

“LET THERE BE LIGHT!” 
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And there was Light. 

Christ, our Brother, said: 

“I AM THE LIGHT OF THE WORLD!” 

*  *  *  * 

Church of the Torch, let your clear flame 

God‟s all-embracing LOVE proclaim! 

Here FAITH and HOPE with LOVE unite 

To speed His Word, “Let there be Light!” 

And win this land for TRUTH and RIGHT. 

“LET THERE BE LIGHT!” 

“LET THERE BE LIGHT!”
456

 

 

The poem celebrates the completion of a Presbyterian Church building in 

Gĩkũyũ country referred to as “the Church of the Torch in Darkness, Kikuyu”. The 

Church (“a thing of beauty and faith”) became a physical sign to “stand in the centre 

of…the new Africa, to be to them the symbol of the „Immanuel‟ – „God with us‟ – 

dwelling in their midst and fashioning their lives.”
457

 It is intriguing that out of the 

many suggestions given at various Kirk sessions, the name “The Church of the Torch 

in Darkness” was adopted.
458

 The Africans were prevailed upon by the missionaries in 

accepting this name because even though they were living, 

Very close to the eternal verities of the Gospel. There was not one of them 

who had not „sat in darkness and in the shadow of death.‟ To them all, Christ 

had come preaching good tidings, proclaiming liberty to the captives of 

heathen superstition, and the opening of the prison to them that were bound by 

the chains of heathen sin.
459

 

  

As such the building was to be to the Gĩkũyũ Christian a reminder and “symbol of the 

Gospel of Christ enlightening his darkness amid the sin and superstition of African 
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life.”
460

 Unlike the previous buildings, this particular Church would “claim to be 

symbolic of the permanence and facility of undisturbed worship which should 

characterise the House of God.”
461

  

The poem in the first place asserts the authority of the Bible. It as well asserts 

European culture. It creates a cultural gulf between the colonisers and the colonised. 

But even in the desire to create this cultural distance, the hermeneutics cannot fully 

contain the “other”. The African “darkness amid the sin and superstition of African 

life” must also be understood contrapuntally “the symbol of the „Immanuel‟ – „God 

with us‟ – dwelling in their midst and fashioning their lives.”
462

 Such a hermeneutics 

leaves, though inadvertently, the conceptual potential for change and innovation 

where “TRUTH and RIGHT” may be reinvented. While colonial hermeneutics as 

already discussed in chapter one at one level indicate an unbridgeable gap between 

Europeans and Africans, the poem as well as other readings of the Bible assume that 

the latter can be transformed by the truths enshrined in the Bible and other colonial 

texts. Such is the case of Parmenas Gĩthendũ Mockerie who used the biblical text to 

claim a moral challenge towards a missionary who acted contrary to the teaching of 

the Bible. He wrote 

On the boat we were well treated by the European passengers except by a 

missionary who had been in Kikuyu for sixteen years and was going to Italy 

for furlough. We had a little quarrel with him when he told us to stand up 

when a European was strolling on the deck beside us. We told him we were 

not acquainted with some of the passengers, and if we stood up whenever a 

European was passing we should get tired before we got to our destination. At 

this reply he became very angry and began to rail against African societies, 

how they collect funds and organise themselves and become independent of 

missionaries. Next morning, when I found he refrained from speaking to me, I 

reminded him of the Biblical phrase „Let not the sun go down upon your 

anger.‟ From this time onwards we were friendly until we left the boat.
463
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Mockerie mimics the missionaries‟ use of the biblical text in order to contest the 

missionary‟s behaviour as well as legitimacy in biblical interpretation. We can also 

glean a wider pattern here. Mockerie was one of the Africans from Kahuhia (Fort 

Hall) a hotbed of Gĩkũyũ nationalism. Many of the nationalists from this area were 

Athomi from Church Missionary Society (C.M.S) Kahuhia where Rev. H. D. Hooper 

had served and encouraged liberty and freedom.
464

 

Beside what is captured in the poem quoted above, we witness the ambivalent 

structure of the work of art and its continual reference to the horizon of the African 

culture, while adding more weight to the church‟s importance. Rather than just 

present African cultural context as an adversarial cutting edge of the emerging 

colonial hermeneutics, art opens up another frontier of hermeneutics in which the 

silenced masses speak. To understand this, let me consider the symbols included in 

the new church building already refered to as the “Church of the Torch”. These 

included a “Torch” to lighten the darkness of the African “bush”. Intertwined with the 

“Torch” was a “Burning Bush” and the St. Andrew‟s Cross “emblematic of the union 

between the African Church of Kikuyu with the Mother „Church of Scotland,‟ which 

sent to her the light.”
465

 It also symbolised the co-operation between white and black, 

“nearly perfect as human imagination, skill and labour could make it…a monument of 

inspiration, guidance and help by the white man, coupled with the patience, industry 
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and skill of the black man.”
466

 By intertwining the “„Burning Bush‟ and the St. 

Andrew‟s Cross” the art reinforced the evangelical certitude which also suggests an 

antagonistic cultural tradition.  

It is the series of six stained-glass windows inserted in the clerestory and 

transept of the Church that saw European representation of the theme of Light versus 

Darkness given its African equivalence.
467

 One of the Windows pictured a Gĩkũyũ 

warrior holding the Torch accompanied by the words “The Light shineth in 

Darkness.” Under the heading of “LOVE” was Mount Kenya, a lion and serpent, with 

edging of maize leaves and cobs, together with the Burning Bush, and a little picture 

of the old Kikuyu Church.  

On the other window were the word “FAITH” and the words „Emanuel God 

with Us‟ both written in Kikuyu. Christ was portrayed as a young carpenter with 

wood, axe, saw, and a plane. The image of Christ the carpenter was juxtaposed to an 

African mason and labourer, “all teaching the lesson of the dignity of labour.”
468

 At 

the top of this window was the Star of Bethlehem and below was a Gĩkũyũ girl with 

the edge of a hut and a group of girls learning to read. A third window headed 

“HOPE” had a St Andrew‟s Cross inscribed with the words “He was tempted in all 

points like as we are.” This window portrayed Christ in Temptation with the flat 

stones, the mountain, lighting and stars, and the “sheep and the goats” representing 
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African‟s temptation to worldly wealth. The edging of this window was maize leaves 

and cobs and a Cape chestnut tree. At the bottom of it was a picture of a young 

„warrior,‟ with a dispensary scene depicting a Kikuyu hospital dresser attending the 

sick, and in the background the hospital.
469

  

In addition, Ephesians 6‟s “whole armour of God” was represented in art form. 

The symbols used were those known to the Gĩkũyũ “as the old-time weapons of inter-

tribal warfare, now happily discarded.”
470

 They all symbolised “the Heavenly 

Armour.” The various symbols - the Helmet, the Breastplate, Shield, Shoes, and 

Sword - were represented by the Gĩkũyũ equivalents.
471

 With all the symbolism, these 

stained glasses were dedicated to God so that “by their beauty rejoice the hearts of 

those who view them, and by their symbolism of the whole Armour of God teach 

many the power of Almighty God to deliver from sin and overcome the forces of 

evil.”
472

 The “Gospel message” as rendered through evangelism, education, industrial 

training and hospital work, was portrayed in “simple symbolism understandable to the 

African mind”.
473

 

The process of translation of the Christian message through the aesthetic, to 

follow Bhabha, opens up another contentious political and cultural site at the heart of 

colonial representation. Here the Word of God is destabilised by the use of indigenous 

signs.
474

 In the very practice of signification the language of the coloniser becomes 

hybrid. The very cultural symbols that symbolised darkness, death and destruction are 
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hereby adopted to reinforce the Word. In doing so, the colonial church accepts the 

African though not as equals, with his ambivalence and contradictions. While it is 

clear that the hermeneutical goal of the building is to dominate the cultural space in 

order to produce moment of differentiation, the articulation process marks, a shifting 

which also reveals cultural uncertainty, ambivalence. It suggests that colonisers‟ 

culture is not unitary or simply dualistic. It further reveals what Bhabha refers to as 

“positive aesthetic and political values” ascribed to cultures with tyrannical histories 

of domination.
475

  

3.6  Conclusion 

In this chapter I have shown that colonial hermeneutics aimed at creating a 

specific social environment in terms of morality, aesthetic, behaviour, and faith 

through history, reason and power and grounded on the conviction that God desires 

for the cultural and spiritual conversion of the Africans. Hermeneutics aimed at 

establishing first the universality of God‟s law. Therefore the hermeneut was not to 

enter into dialogue with the pagan but instead impose the law of God. However, 

colonial hermeneutics could not replicate the perfect law of God. Through language, 

space and temporality hermeneuts encountered the colonial “other” who could not be 

fixed within a stable discourse of colonialism. Due to the ambivalences, anxieties and 

contradictions as well as the hybrid nature of colonial discourses, colonial situation 

offered an “in-between” space which provided the terrain for elaborating strategies of 

selfhood, innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation as well as the possibility 

of negotiations. Psychology, psychoanalysis, and anthropology opened further the 

interrogatory interstices between the acts of representation and the presence of the 

colonised community where hermeneutics, cultural values, and experiences were 
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negotiated and hybridised. But if the Kikuyu Conference succeeded in asserting 

colonial authority and power over the Africans through religious and education 

policy, it is in Bible translation that such a program became an irreversible venture. 
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CHAPTER 4: THE GĨKŨYŨ BIBLE TRANSLATION: THE COLONIAL FACTOR 

“There is now a Bible on the highest point of the British dominion in 

Africa.”
476

 

 

4.1  Introduction 

If language is the most important and effective tool of communicating the 

Christian message of conversion and Christian doctrines, then the act of translation is 

the transforming principle at the heart of any linguistic or literary activity. The 

primary objective of this chapter is to analyse the act of Bible translation and its 

effectiveness in shaping and enhancing the discourse of colonialism and the discourse 

of resistance. Relate to this first objective, using postcolonial theory, I seek to show 

that Bible translation in the colonial set up, though in most cases defended as a 

neutral, legitimate and benevolent act of redemption, disguises the colonial power 

situation.
477

 For example, even though the mutual dependence inherent in Bible 

translation is apparent as one peruses missionaries‟ documents and journals, 

colonialism did not acknowledge this mutual dependence. Instead, it asserted that the 

missionary-translators were the ones doing translation. Natives were consulted on 

word meanings but not on how the translation was produced. In addition, nothing 

would serve as an important and an effective tool in the breaking dawn of the 

proselytising mission project more than the vernacular translation of the Bible. 
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According to Ogilvie the use of vernacular in colonial Kenya would serve 

several purposes.
478

 First, the ability to read the simple Gospel was to precede “the 

opening of the mind, among people where it has been immemorially stunted and 

closed.”
479

 Therefore, the act of reading was to serve as the key to the new order of 

knowledge and gnosis.
480

 I may also add that the vernacular was best suited for the 

“opening of the mind” since few understood English at the time. Secondly, in the 

colonial hierarchical order of things, the written word reigned superior over the oral 

literature/spoken word. As such the need to provide the written Word in the people‟s 

own tongue was a necessity since “speech is at best a fleeting thing, while writing is 

permanent”.
481

 Finally, translation took place within the framework of missionary 

practice in which case the translated Word served as a clear testimony to “peoples 

who through all the ages have sat in darkness, light at long last has come, and a new 

Earth as well as a new Heaven is beginning to appear.”
482

  

4.1.1 Translation as a Complex Activity 

Although, postcolonial theory has implicated Bible translation as acting as the 

mediating agency between colonisation and Christian conversion, the act of 

translation was a complex activity and therefore not to be understood as a straight 

forward enterprise.
483

 To begin with, translation, as evidence will show below, was 

not immune to the ambivalence and contradictions of the discourse of colonialism. 
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Like in the colonial discourse, translation betrays instability and change. My analysis 

will show that by choosing to translate the Bible into the vernacular languages such as 

the Gĩkũyũ language, the colonial church flung wide open the interrogatory interstices 

where hermeneutics, doctrines, culture, and power could be negotiated, contested and 

hybridised. In this chapter I endeavour to draw the connections between translation 

acts of instability and the African assimilation, awakening, empowerment, 

questioning and resistance.  

The other issue that adds complexity in the translation process is the 

translators‟ claim to fidelity to the source texts in order to authenticate the translated 

text.
484

 The idea of true fidelity implies that translators can achieve perfect replication 

of the English Bible as the source text.
485

 This assumption can be noticed as one 

reads, for example, the original translations of the Gĩkũyũ New Testament.
486

 All of 

the translated versions have no introduction, editorial or translators comments, margin 

notes, preface or foreword. The versions including reprints and re-editions left no hint 

about the translators or about the translation process. The translator is completely 

invisible and it is implied that the text one is reading is an exact translation of the 

original.  

The explanation given for the decision to offer the translation without notes or 

comments is that the British and Foreign Bible Society sought to maintain inter-
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confessional links with all denominations in order to avoid hermeneutical conflicts.
487

 

But beside the principle of maintaining inter-confessional links, the act of rendering 

the translators invisible also assumes that it is possible for translators to arrive 

objectively at a perfect replication of the original text and therefore making it 

unnecessary for the translator‟s comments or explanations as to why certain words or 

phrases in the translated text are chosen over the others. Such an assumption is 

misleading and ignores the subjective as well as partisan elements of the translators. 

The activity of translation as Willis Barnstone observes is not “a predictable, 

objective, and repeatable exercise but a venture into variations…an art of 

differences.”
488

 It is hardly possible to come to a perfect translation because no two 

languages or cultures are the same.  

4.1.2  Translation as a Second-Level Interpretation 

In the act of translating the Bible, the translator attempts to recreate in the 

mind of another that which was put in writing from someone else‟s mind living years 

past. That which existed at first orally was then transmitted through language which 

had its simultaneous interrelated layers of sound, writing, style, grammar and 

meaning. The very existence of different languages is indicative of the fact that 

change is unavoidable in the act of translation. The notion of change as a key element 

in translation is alluded to in the Latin translatio (translation) which points to the 

activity of carrying meaning from one language across to another.
489

 Robert J. C. 

Young has persuasively argued that translation takes “a kind of metaphorical 
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displacement of a text from one language to another.”
490

 What this points to is that 

perfect replication can only be achieved if there is no change but mere repetition.
491

 In 

addition, there can be no identical transference because translation also involves 

mental activity through reading of the written text. Consequently, what one has read is 

transformed into another written text making translation an act of interpretation.
492

 

Translation is for this reason an interpretive reading of the source text, “a 

hermeneutical process…performed in order to come up with the most complete 

understanding of the source text for the purpose of determining the target text.”
493

 

After reading and understanding the source text, the translator embarks in a form of 

“second-level interpretation” to search for “equivalent target meanings” – an activity 

which takes place in the mind more than lingering on the pages of the source text.
494

  

It is in this “second-level interpretation” that appears in a translation as the 

translator‟s understanding of the source text. The second-level of interpretation, as I 

shall demonstrate in pages below, transforms the initial reading of the source text to 

more powerful and authoritative thought that finds its way as the translated text. Since 

it is never possible for a translation to be an exact one-to-one transference from one 

language to another because no two languages are the same, translation can only be 

seen as “an approximation of the original.”
495

 It follows then that the process of 

approximation transforms the translator into an author who is both an “inventor and 

director of the text”.
496

 The “reader-author” creates not only meaning of the source 

text but also makes translational choices in an attempt to make the text accessible to 

the targeted readers. In the colonial situation, it is in this act of transformation that the 
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indigenous “original” (oral literature) is devalued as the colonial copy is overtly 

valued becoming more powerful.
497

 Yet even in such a situation, some aspects of the 

indigenous culture remain untranslatable.
498

 What all this means is that the technical 

activity of translating a text from one language into another is always culturally and 

historically specific.
499

 The translated Gĩkũyũ New Testament as I shall show reveals 

the translators‟ cultural and linguistic undertones which were also closely related to 

the socio-political activity of the world in which translation took place.
500

   

4.2  A Summary of the Evolution of the Gĩkũyũ Bible 

To begin with I will lay out in a general way the early evolution of the 

Christian Bible in Kenya and how it relates to the Gĩkũyũ translation. Then more 

specifically I will deal with the evolution of the Gĩkũyũ Bible focusing on the 

translation of Gĩkũyũ New Testament its objective, process and issues in the 

translation process as well as the effect it had in the colonial situation. 

4.2.1  The Early Bible Translation in Kenya 

Rev. Dr. J. Ludwig Krapf
501

 was the first European to do any Bible translation 

in Kenya.
502

 The pioneering British Colonial administrator and historian Sir H. H. 

Johnston
503

, however, did not mention in his much acclaimed work Dr. Krapf or 
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Krapf‟s mission partner Rebmann
504

 as the pioneering translators. Instead he credited 

it to Bishop Steere.
505

 It is most likely that Krapf‟s nationality and his involvement 

mentioned in a letter to the American Oriental Society alluding to a territorial 

dispute
506

 may have played a role.
507

 Bishop Steere did, however, contribute to the 

initial translation work by becoming the first to note the differences in the Swahili 

dialects spoken in Mombasa and Zanzibar.
508

 Nonetheless, I believe Krapf was the 

first European to study Swahili and to reduce the language into writing.
509

  

Three main factors influenced Krapf‟s translation work.
510

 First, he envisioned 

a “chain of missionary stations” along the banks of the Nile from Alexandria to 
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“Gondas”, the capital of Abessinia (Ethiopia). In his estimation, such a chain of 

missionary activities would be scriptural fulfilment to a promise in Psalm 68:31 

„Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto God‟.
511

 To enable Christian 

missionaries to respond when the appeal came, Krapf translated the whole of the New 

Testament into Swahili, and compiled a grammar and dictionary of the language. He 

as well translated Karl Barth‟s „Bible Stories‟ and complied an English-Swahili 

dictionary.
512

 Secondly, Krapf had heard of rumours about a “Galla” people who were 

said to be “Christian after the form of the Coptic Church in Egypt”.
513

 Although he 

had not met these people, Krapf considered them a nation “destined by Providence 

after their conversion to Christianity to attain importance and fulfil the mission which 

Heaven has pointed out to the Germans in Europe.”
514

 He feared that if “Gallas” were 

not gathered into the Christian Church, they would fall to Islam which would form a 

strong bulwark against introduction of Christianity and “true morality” in Africa.
515

 

To this end he forecast the elevation of a black bishop and black clergy of the 

Protestant Church as a necessity in the civilization of Africa.
516

 In this case translation 

is seen as response to an ethnocentric understanding of the fulfilment of a divine 

mandate and a buffer to Islamic expansion.   

Finally, translation of the Bible would bring to the Africans the true 

knowledge of God that Europe had acquired through which material progress was 

guaranteed. In a conversation between Krapf and the mother of King Sahela Selassie 
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as they exchanged goods, Senama asked Krapf how the Europeans “had come to be 

able to invent and manufacture such wonderful things?” To which Krapf retorted that 

God had promised in “His Word not only spiritual but temporal rewards to those who 

obeyed His commandments; that the English, Germans and Europeans in general, had 

once been as rude and ignorant as the Gallas, but after their acceptance of the Gospel 

God had given them with science and arts wondrous blessings of an earthly kind.”
517

 

He predicted that completion of the Suez Canal would bring with it the weakening of 

Islam, subjugation of East African heathenism by Christianity and its civilisation, the 

end of the slave trade and finally immigration of thousands of European emigrants 

“when America, Australia, and Tasmania cease to attract them”.
518

  

It is the prospect of such material prosperity and evolution of new human 

relations that made Krapf to make haste in the translation project. Translation would 

afford the evolving community a hope of Christianity, civilisation and “brotherhood” 

of men as it were.
519

 Krapf‟s translation became the basis of later translation work on 

the Swahili Bible and formed the watershed of the Bible translation in Kenya 

including work in Gĩkũyũ language to which I now turn my attention.
520

 But before I 

do so, I need to mention that the methods that Krapf (who did not have the power and 

prestige of the colonial state behind him) used in the pre-colonial era, contrast 

significantly with later colonial missionaries. The exclusion of Krapf by Bishop 

Steere reflects the fact that Krapf did not fit the colonial translation paradigm, with its 
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focus on building colonial power and domination and not recognising the need to 

focus on the emergence of Africa. 

4.2.2  Translation work in Gĩkũyũ 

Work in Gĩkũyũ language owes its origin from Dr. Karl Peter who was the 

first European to transverse Gĩkũyũ Country in 1883. Von Hohnel who travelled with 

Count Teleki in 1887 noted down half a dozen words and phrases in Gĩkũyũ.
521

 

However, it is the Rev. A. W. McGregor, the first Church Mission Society 

missionary, who started systematic work on the language at Kabete in 1900. As 

already mentioned, his Gĩkũyũ translation of John was published by the British and 

Foreign Bible Society and served for several years as the only available Gospel in the 

mission field. His English-Gĩkũyũ vocabulary was published in 1904 by the Society 

for Promoting Christian Knowledge (S.P.C.K.).
522

 Arthur Ruffell Barlow
523

 a Church 

of Scotland Mission layman is the other important person in the process of translating 

the Gĩkũyũ Bible. “Bwana Barlow” as fondly remembered by his peers and African 

Christians “possessed of no academic qualifications” but had a “good school 

education, and with intellectual and other gifts.”
524

  He is said to have picked up the 

Gĩkũyũ language unaided by grammar or school teacher. Barlow started noting words 
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in 1903 and his first edition of Mark‟s Gospel in Gĩkũyũ was published by the 

National Bible Society of Scotland in 1909.
525

 Other translation works in Gĩkũyũ 

included Roman Catholic work which proceeded on separate lines.
526

 Roman Catholic 

initial publication was a handbook of Gĩkũyũ by the Rev. Father Hemery in 1902 

published by the Catholic Mission in Nairobi.
527

 The Italian Fathers at Nyeri also 

developed printing and a newspaper in a different script without diacritical marks.
528

 

Above all other translators it is Barlow and Rev. Harry Leakey
529

 who did the bulk of 

translation. By the end of February 1941 Canon Leakey had done the lion‟s share of 

translation of the Old Testament in Gĩkũyũ.
530

 Barlow is credited with the Gĩkũyũ 

New Testament. Before 1907 he had actually attempted the translation of some of the 

Psalms as well as other “odd pieces of translation for mission use.”
531

 All teaching 

and preaching before this period was done in Swahili.
532

  

4.2.3  The United Kikuyu Language Committee (U.K.L.C.) 
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To facilitate and consolidate translation of the Gĩkũyũ Bible
533

 the United 

Kikuyu Language Committee was formally constituted in 1912 representing various 

Protestant Missionary Societies in Gĩkũyũ country for the purpose of a united action 

in translation.
534

 Some of the efforts had started about four years earlier under the 

guidance of Henry E. Scott to form a small Translation Committee which served as a 

consultancy for how best to render certain scriptural terms in Gĩkũyũ.
535

 The 

objectives of U.K.L.C. included in the first place the desire to secure as rapidly as 

possible a uniform translation of the Bible and other literature.
536

 According to 

Marion Stevenson, the Committee‟s main work included the need to reduce the 

Gĩkũyũ language to writing; give the Holy Scriptures to Gĩkũyũ people in their own 

language and to produce other literature.
537

 Besides promoting Bible translation, 

U.K.L.C. also offered the platform to discuss linguistic questions and difficulties.  

In order to secure an early translation and publication of the Scriptures, the 

New Testament first and later the Old Testament, various members of the Committee 
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were assigned books for translation (each was given six months to submit his/her 

translation of the portion assigned.)
538

 Where the translator of the Bible found great 

difficulty in the use of any term laid down by U.K.L.C., such a translator was allowed 

to use another, on condition that such sentences or words were given separately as 

alternative readings, and the remaining members of the translation Committee would 

have the right to accept or reject them.
539

 To avoid future duplication in translation the 

secretaries of various Societies were asked to keep the Secretary of the Language 

Committee informed concerning any translation work which was being done or was 

about to be undertaken.
540

 U.K.L.C. chose to use “the Revised Version” as the source 

text in translation.
541

 As a result, in 1926 the first Gĩkũyũ New Testament was 

published by an inter-mission team of translators and on 14
th

 March 1926 the first 

copy was laid on the Communion table during the ordination service of the first five 

African ministers of Church of Scotland Mission.
542

 By 1935, the supply of Gĩkũyũ 
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New Testaments had run out, and a reprint was decided upon.
543

 This offered the 

opportunity to correction, alteration and revision resulting in the second edition of the 

Gĩkũyũ New Testament issued in 1936.
544

 This edition had to go through yet another 

revision starting with “retranslation” of the Epistle to the Romans, resulting in the 

Gĩkũyũ New Testament and the Psalms.
545

  

Leakey translated the books of Exodus, Numbers, and Joshua through Ruth 

and intensively revised Barlow‟s translation of the Book of Job and Proverbs as well 

as Psalms in final draft.
546

 Barlow together with his “African co-operator, Charles 

Muhoro” completed the translation of the Psalms into Gĩkũyũ in 1934.
547

 Although 

the final work of the translation of the Psalms into the Gĩkũyũ language was credited 

to Barlow, it is Mũhoro Kareri who had single-handedly translated the Psalms which 

he later revised with the help of Barlow.
548

 Barlow also with the collaboration of Rev. 

L. J. Beecher completed the translation of the book of Proverbs, Song of Songs and 
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Lamentations. He also revised Ecclesiastes. Rev. Calderwood (C.S.M.) translated the 

books Jonah and Amos while Beecher worked on the Prophets.
549

  

4.3  The Colonial Situation and Issues of Translation 

After this brief history of the evolution of the Gĩkũyũ Bible, I will now 

analyse and discuss some important points in the act of translation and transmission of 

the Bible into Gĩkũyũ language in colonial Kenya. The fact that the Gĩkũyũ New 

Testament had to be reedited several times within a span of ten years shows the 

tentativeness of the whole translation process. The same tentativeness would equally 

affect the publication of the Old Testament in its entirety due to “technical” delays.
550

 

The indeterminate nature of the translated Gĩkũyũ Bible invokes an instability as well 

as an ambivalence that indicate not just internal contradictions but also dynamics of 

resistance. Translation, as Barnstone has observed, “entails a complexity of ever-

changing sense found in new signs with their own lexical code.”
551

 Therefore, the 

mimetic assumptions of a literal translation cannot hold when we consider translation 

of the Gĩkũyũ Bible. Difference and hybridity rather than perfect replication of the 

Bible into the targeted Gĩkũyũ text are the hall marks of the Gĩkũyũ New Testament. 

4.3.1  Translation as hegemonic and assimilative: the Gĩkũyũ 

Orthography  

Following the Hegelian notion of Africa as moving slowly from nature to 

culture, and with the idea of a United Native Church still fresh and its difficulties 
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discussed in the previous chapter notwithstanding, missionaries desired a united front 

to tackle language problems. There are several factors that made this desirable.  

4.3.1a  Common Language and Civilisation 

In the first place, a common form of language was seen as the gateway to 

progress and civilisation.
552

 The idea was premised on the claim that it required a 

European to teach Africans the structure and idiomatic beauties of their own mother 

tongue, and how best to select and developed its finest features.
553

 In order for the 

African mind and soul to reach their highest development, much fuller teaching in the 

best of their vernaculars was needed.
554

 Therefore, a common policy in regard to the 

language problems would hasten unification of natives‟ dialects, make submission of 

the translations into one centre possible, and afford common method of spelling, the 

same name for God, for Spirit, for Soul, among others.
555

 This vision justified the 

U.K.L.C.‟s action to first order, harmonise, and standardise the Gĩkũyũ language 

through uniform mode of spelling.  

4.3.1b  Unification of Language in East and Central Africa 

Homogenisation of native dialects followed the broader colonial strategy of a 

fast forward in the linguistic evolution by merging all of the regional dialects into one 

common language. The strategic focus was to gradually introduce the African 

students to a “main” language chosen as most suitable. For example, K. E. Roehl, 

having concluded that Swahili was the future lingua franca of East and Central Africa, 

proposed and recommended Swahili as the ultimate language to which all translations 

                                                 
552

 Sugirtharajah sees this as one the strategies of colonialism. See Sugirtharajah, Postcolonial 

Criticism and Biblical Interpretation, 158. 
553

 Canon F. Rowling, “The Mother Tongue for African Readers”, Journal of the Royal African 

Society, Vol. 38, no. 150 (January 1939), 133. 
554

 Rowling, “The Mother Tongue for African Readers”, 134. 
555

 Report of United Conference of Missionary Society (no. 17): Printed Pamphlets on Kenya and 

Kikuyu and Gospel of St. Mark (1906-63), Barlow Papers Gen 1786/ 12. 



[146] 

 

in East Africa should aspire.
556

 There was no need to spend much time on the small or 

medium-sized languages which had no prospect of exercising influence outside their 

own sphere.
557

 It was hoped that by targeting languages dominant in different areas 

translation of the Bible would eventually quicken the assimilation of the smaller 

language groups in one common linguistic region.
558

 But for pure scientific reasons 

the “small tribal languages” threatened by extinction and assimilation were to be 

thoroughly studied and recorded without delay.
559

 Such a study would be beneficial to 

the scientific world in that it would help correct some prevalent linguistic errors in 

this respect.
560

 Translation offered material (data) on which African languages were 

(for the first time) subjected to systematic and scientific study. Although the Gĩkũyũ 

language, because of its considerable local importance, needed to have all of the 

kindred dialects united into one literary language, Roehl was pessimistic of its 

survival as a language because of its exposure to the “assimilative power of 

Swahili”.
561

 A united orthography in Gĩkũyũ country was to play a decisive role 

towards a projected unified language in East and Central Africa.
562

  

4.3.1c  Translation as a tool for Colonisation 

The act of translation served yet another colonial strategy. Barlow gave a very 

clear view as to why learning Gĩkũyũ and translating the text was of paramount 
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importance. The “ability to converse with the people in their own tongue” was in 

itself a great means of “inducing sympathy and mutual understanding between the 

native and his white master which it becomes more and more necessary to foster as 

the tide of immigration of Europeans into the British East Africa rises.”
563

 In essence 

translation was to offer the linguistic bridge needed in order to serve the larger 

colonial mission.
564

 Barlow‟s idea was not without precedent. It had already been 

debated and its importance highlighted in South Africa in the quest for a united 

approach to the “Hottentots and Bushmen” languages of South Africa.
565

 Colonisation 

was not going to follow the old ways of the Romans who were never troubled by 

difficulties which “barbarians” faced in understanding Latin or Greek. Modern habits 

of thoughts demanded that either those colonised learn the language of the coloniser 

or the colonisers learn “alien speech” if “right rule” was to be possible.
566

  

4.3.1.1  Invention of a New Gĩkũyũ Orthography 

Before any of the above became reality, U.K.L.C. in Gĩkũyũ country had to 

deal with problems presented by the language at the local level. The first problem that 

U.K.L.C. had to confront was the deficiency of the English vowels
567

 and alphabet in 

rendering the spoken Gĩkũyũ language into writing. The need for a new orthography 

became apparent, for example, when the missionaries learnt that they had been 

singing rather „lustily‟ “You are being strangled by Jesus, you are being strangled by 
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Jesus” when using ũgwitwo nĩ Jesu (proper Gĩkũyũ ũgũitwo) under the impression 

they were singing “You are called by Jesus” (Ũgwĩtwo nĩ Jesu).
568

 Marion Stevenson 

recorded also a case where a Gĩkũyũ boy was astonished “over the fact that in 

Jerusalem there had been a great kettle with five eyes, into which, when it was 

boiling, sick people were put”. Apparently, this was in reference to an amazing 

translation rendering of the Pool of Bethesda in John 5:1-9.
569

 This rather comical 

discovery made it desirous for the missionaries to increase the number of vowels 

rather than stick to the English vowels. McGregor had already attempted to deal with 

the problem in his translations.
570

   

To overcome this problem of orthography, the language committee 

unilaterally decided on a new spelling, additional vowels and their pronunciation.
571

 

U.K.L.C. adopted two elastic vowels ĩ and ũ to be used as short and long bringing the 

total of vowels accepted to seven - a, e, i, ĩ, o, u, ũ.
572

 The committee also changed 

most of the vowel letters and some consonants; thus chalia became caria (seek); 

ochio became ũciu (that one – as in reference to a person), and so on. The use of “y” 

as in Ky-ambu or ry-twa was replaced by “ĩ” thus Kĩambu (name of a district in 

Gĩkũyũ country) and rĩtwa (name).
573

 The use of ũ or u, or w, remained problematic 

and was left open. For example both kwenda and kũenda (to love) would be 
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acceptable.
574

 In the case of combinations of vowels, when the phonetic spelling 

differed from that of derivation, the former was to be given the preference in writing 

the language. For example: „He came out‟ would be spelt „Oimire‟, not „Aumire‟; and 

„He is‟ would be written „E‟ not „Ai‟.
575

 The Committee also agreed that two vowels 

should be written together where the sound required it as in athiire (he went) and 

aathire (he commanded.)
576

 

The other concern that U.K.L.C. had to deal with was the various dialects of 

the Gĩkũyũ language. The southern Gĩkũyũ spoke a slightly different dialect from 

northern Gĩkũyũ.
577

 Because of the diverse dialects several quite different 

orthographies had emerged with missionaries of various societies using different 

orthographies depending on their area of operation.
578

 U.K.L.C. made it a matter of 

importance to reduce these dialects into a united orthography. Uniform orthography 

meant a given character or letter having one and the same value ascribed to it. It also 

signified that a given sound which was common to all the dialects were to be 

represented uniformly and universally by one and the same character in all said 

dialects. There was also concern in regard to “independent and varying translations” 

produced such as the African Inland Mission who seemed eager to begin work on 

translation. Indeed John E. Henderson is said to have already started on the work.
579
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U.K.L.C. argued that “with the boon of a uniform version, natives from every district 

could understand and take part in the worship of God”.
580

 Standardisation of Gĩkũyũ 

orthography was duly approved and gazetted by the colonial Government to be used 

not only in the Bible translation but also in translation of any other literature.
581

   

What is apparent in the resolutions introduced to standardise and unify the 

Gĩkũyũ language is that translation, in the first place, was a hegemonic process that 

facilitated the domestication as well as homogenisation of the language through the 

predetermined process of cooption and expansion of the linguistic tools. Since the 

Africans were not consulted or involved in the decision process, it was also an 

obvious imposition. But it is the fascination with the Gĩkũyũ language that opened the 

possibility of adaptation and assimilation. William B. Stevenson
582

 had cautioned 

European learners not to suppose that they were dealing with a “very simple 

language” which could be spoken and learned easily. In his estimation, Gĩkũyũ 

constructions and inflections were “as logical and complex as those of a modern 

European language” and care had to be taken in its translation.
583

  

Similar sentiments were echoed by John W. Arthur who in retrospect wrote 

that Gĩkũyũ language was an extraordinarily complicated Bantu language both in its 

construction and abundant idioms as well as proverbs.
584

 Marion Stevenson, 

commenting on the laborious task of “copying out of all the proper names of the 
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Bible, and adapting some seven hundred and fifty of them to Gĩkũyũ pronunciation 

and spelling”, expressed her concern on the act of rendering English idioms into 

Gĩkũyũ while ignoring Gĩkũyũ idiomatic expressions.
585

 Stevenson‟s concerns 

prompted U.K.L.C. to direct those collecting such vocabularies to include remarks 

upon the people, their character, customs, relations as well as a general ethnographic 

value if it had a bearing in the subject of translation. Although European translators 

extended their own hegemony over the entire Gĩkũyũ community through translation, 

it is the power to assimilate and adopt (as discussed in chapter five and six) that would 

offer Africans the opportunity to mimic, engage, contest and even resist. 

4.3.2  Translation as cultural imperialism: Ambivalence and Hybridity  

Translation assumed certain inalienable cultural assumptions in the linguistic 

and literary activities. By reducing the Gĩkũyũ language into the written form, 

colonialism named and constituted the Gĩkũyũ language into a linguistic system 

whose coherence came through the grammatical grid of the Western linguistic 

system.
586

 The process as I have already shown reduced the Gĩkũyũ language into a 

suave uniformity that the translators could control. In the process the translators 

would have the ability and authority to purge the language of any undesirable 

elements. For example, U.K.L.C categorised some Gĩkũyũ words as acceptable to use 

in the Christian context and others as having vastly different meaning from the 

intended purpose.
587

 Barlow referred to this point as the problematic of “poverty of 

the native language in some directions and its richness in others”.
588

 For example, 

                                                 
585

 Letter by Marion Stevenson to Dr. Kilgour dated November 14
th

 1912. BSA/E3/3/253/1, BFBS 

Archives; Scott, A Saint in Kenya, 245; See also U.K.L.C. minutes of January 27
th

 and 28
th

, 1914, Gen. 

1785/7, (Barlow papers).  
586

 A good case in point is Barlow‟s, Tentative Studies in Gĩkũyũ Grammar and Idiom, 1914. 
587

 Marion Stevenson is said to have collected some two hundred such words, and, after going over 

them with Mr Barlow, wrote down what they would convey to the natives in their district. This list was 

typed and sent to the other Missions, in order that they might add what the words meant in part of the 

country. Scott, A Saint in Kenya, 244. 
588

 “Language Report, 1943”, Kikuyu News, No. 169 (September 1944), 606. 



[152] 

 

while Gĩkũyũ Ngai
589

 was adopted for “God”, the term still needed to be purged of its 

indigenous meaning in order to render the meaning of “our Father all powerful, All-

holy, all-wise, all-loving”.
590

 Barlow offered the best explanation as to why the term 

had to be adopted while at the same time exorcising its indigenous meaning. He stated 

that belief in God (“Ngai”) and Ngai‟s existence compared to the biblical God in 

several ways. The term was universally admitted. Ngai possessed of transcendent 

power as the Lord of nature and source of life and increase. Ngai‟s bounty and 

goodwill was as well recognised.
591

 Like in the Jewish worldview Ngai was seen as a 

celestial being dwelling on mountain tops, invisible, immortal and conceived of as 

glorious (“Mwene-nyaga”). Ngai existed prior to beginnings of the “tribes” and was 

the disposer of events and arbiter of fate. Ngai was admitted to overrule humans‟ 

actions, decide their fate and decreed the time of death. Like the Old Testament God, 

Ngai was a lawgiver establishing customs and interested to some degree in human 

affairs. Ngai communicated through dreams and gave prophetic utterances and of 

commands to the community through certain mediums. Invocation of Ngai and 

sacrifice to Ngai was believed to be an acknowledgment of God‟s pre-eminence and 

power.
592
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However, on points of contrast Barlow argued there was general ignorance of 

the nature of God. Ngai was said to be unknown and remote and spoken of as though 

impersonal.
593

 Unlike Old Testament God Ngai was not a “jealous God” for Ngai 

permitted worship of other beings (“Ngoma”) as well as Ngai-self. Ngai rarely 

concerned Ngai-self with human affairs. Ngai remained aloof and was an object more 

of awe than of love and reverence. Ngai presence was undesired for Ngai was feared 

to bring misfortune. Ngai was amoral and did not take cognisance of human conduct 

and was as well as indifferent to infringement of moral codes. Although the Agĩkũyũ 

acknowledged that they were the “children of Ngai” they evinced a very inadequate 

conception of Ngai as their Father who never offered any revelation.
594

 Above all, 

Agĩkũyũ religious beliefs and practices were dependent upon oral transmission of 

tradition and therefore undependable. Communications claimed to be received from 

Ngai by Agĩkũyũ prophets or mediums were of doubtful authenticity and lacking in 

religious purpose. The translators as such accepted the term Ngai on the condition that 

teachings and preaching would be intensified in order to draw the distinction between 

Ngai of the Bible and Gĩkũyũ‟s Ngai.  

Falling in the same class as Ngai was the term kũriũka
595

 translated to refer to 

rising from the dead. This word did not carry the same meaning in its original use. 

Since the Gĩkũyũ did not have “resurrection” in mind when using the term, the 

reference was to one who having been very ill and put out in the bush to die somehow 

survived and returned home to live. Such a person was said to have kũriũka.  

What these two examples reveal is that the translators had the power to choose 

and prescribe what they thought good for the Africans and what to dismiss. 

Translators‟ choice to retain a Gĩkũyũ concept for God also constrained the 

                                                 
593

 Gen. 1786/2/21, Barlow Papers. 
594

 Gen. 1786/2/21, Barlow Papers. 
595

 See its first consideration in U.K.L.C. minutes of April 6
th

, 1909, Gen. 1785/7, (Barlow papers). 



[154] 

 

universalising assumptions and totalising impulses in the translation process.
596

 More 

importantly, the process of Bible translation into African dialects, as Lamin Sanneh 

argues, afforded more than anything else the “indigenous discovery” of 

Christianity.
597

 In this light, translation can be understood as an act of reducing 

differences and bridging the cultural gulf.
598

 Sanneh posits that by translating the 

Bible into local languages and indigenous terminologies, the process opened the way 

for “indigenous innovation and motivation in the religious life.”
599

  

4.3.3  Translation as Interpretation: Untranslatability of religious 

terminologies 

I have already argued that translation is more than the simple transference of 

meaning from one language to another since it involves mental activities. Barnstone 

has convincingly argued that when a translator reads the source text, he or she 

commits into memory what has been read to be recalled when the translator commits 

to writing what he read.
600

 But before the writing happens, the translator will look for 

lexical equivalence of the source text in the targeted language – in our case Gĩkũyũ 

language. If the target language lacks convincing lexical equivalence, the translator 

will either borrow from elsewhere or create his own lexicon. Since all this happens 

simultaneously, the translator is in essence engaged in the hermeneutical process as an 

important act of translation. Once the new lexical equivalence is determined the 

translator resorts to writing his reading of the source texts. If we take this as a correct 

way of seeing translation, then I can argue that translation became a tactful and a 

shrewd way of introducing new religious concepts into the Gĩkũyũ language. 

                                                 
596
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Gĩkũyũ translators, through the reader-author strategy laid above, argued that 

it was difficult finding words to express abstract ideas such spirit, grace, eternity, and 

communion which were said to be non-existent in the Gĩkũyũ language.
601

 The 

Gĩkũyũ equivalents for “Spirit”
602

 were dismissed as unintelligible.
603

 This is in spite 

of the fact that there were some translators who believed that even though Africans 

languages may have been limited when it came to translating philosophical subjects, 

the Bantu vocabulary tended to be “larger than that of the average European 

language”.
604

 In order to overcome the difficulty in rendering religious terms not 

found in the Gĩkũyũ language, the Language Committee ruled that such words should 

be adopted directly from Swahili. This rule was referred to as “Gikuyuization”
605

 of 

the untranslatable words. As a rule all Biblical proper names had to be “Gikuyuized”. 

Gikuyuising of the untranslatable terms meant direct adaptation of Swahili words or 

phrases from the Swahili version of the New Testament into Gĩkũyũ to fill in the 

linguistic gap.
606

 Since the translator believed that the Swahili Bible had closely 

followed the Greek version and that the use of Swahili Biblical proper names would 

induce a sense of familiarity to the reader,
607

 “Gikuyuizing” would serve as 
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preparation towards unification of British East Africa bound together by a 

standardised Swahili.
608

 Examples of words that were “Gikuyuized” included 

“Temple” which was rendered as “Hekaru”;
609

 “Priest” as “Mũkohani”; “Pentecost” 

as “Mbentekote”;
610

 “Sacrament” as “Sakramento”;
611

 Baptism as “Ũbatithania” 

(distributive); “Ũbatithio” (in single instance); and “kũbatithania” (to baptise);
612

 

“Catechism” as “Katekithima”
613

 or “Katekisimo”
614

; Church (body of elect) as 

“Ikanisa”, (ma);
615

 “Cross” as “Mũsalaba”;
616

 and “Wine” as “Devei”
617

 among 

others. The rule was revised later with emphasis that foreign words including Swahili 

ones introduced into Gĩkũyũ were to be transliterated.
618

 As a result of this new 

revision, most of the words given above and others as well were all transliterated. A 

good case in point is “Satan”, rendered in Swahili as “Cetani” and transliterated as 

“Shaitani”.
619

  

Nonetheless, certain words retained their Hebraic or Greek forms because they 

were thought to have no exact equivalences in Gĩkũyũ. The translators argued that in 

order to retain the “purity” of the ideas that these words conveyed the words had to 

retain their original form. In order to justify this argument Barlow unequivocally 

pointed out that Gĩkũyũ translators faced the problem of reconciling “Hebrew forms 

                                                 
608
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of thought and expression with Gĩkũyũ speech idioms and ways of thinking”.
620

 

While the Gĩkũyũ modes of expression “fit in surprisingly well”, Barlow argued that 

there existed “a great gulf” between these thoughts and the Hebrew mind.
621

 What 

made it more difficult is that “Gĩkũyũ mentality at its present stage of development, 

taken at its average, has but little understanding of anything that is not 

straightforwardly prosaic and literal.”
622

 Even though the poetic character of the 

Gĩkũyũ mind was evident in their “traditional songs”, Barlow concluded that “the 

Gĩkũyũ mind is cast in a mould which is anything but poetical.”
623

 For the translator, 

for example, the problem was how to render Old Testament “highly poetical 

literature” in “a form of speech accustomed almost entirely to expressing the prosaic 

and ordinary”.
624

 I find it difficult to reconcile how the Gĩkũyũ language could on one 

hand have constructions and inflections that were “as logical and complex as those of 

a modern European language”
625

 and on the other the mind that produced it as 

unimaginative and literal. Rafael argues that such a notion is indicative of the intrinsic 

superiority of some languages in the conveyance of the word of God.
626

 However, as 

Rafael has observed the “very untranslatability of Christian signs” presented the 

possibility of dodging the full weight of the translators‟ intentions where the same 

word could be reread in different ways by native converts.
627

  

Behind the view of untranslatability is the fact of difference within and 

between languages.
628

 This notion helps reiterate that prefect translatability is 
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impossible. It is this reality that frustrated translators most. Barlow for example, could 

not hide his frustrations over the many problems “connected in the endeavour to 

arrive at a clear idea of the first writer‟s meaning”.
629

 Barlow wrote further that “one 

is often embarrassed by the grammatical meticulousness of the language or by the 

numerous possibilities presented for one‟s choice. I once tabulated no fewer than 

twenty-six ways of rendering „But a faithful man who can find?‟ (Prov. xx. 6), each 

with some difference in grammatical construction, or in emphasis, or in its „way of 

putting it‟!”
630

 At such moments of exasperation, biblical commentators offered little 

help because they were greatly at variance both in their expert opinions as to the right 

reading of the Hebrew or Greek and as to the sense it was originally intended to 

convey.
631

 Barlow was again at a loss when it came to such translation as of 1 John 2, 

12-14, “I write unto you” (present), “I have written unto you” (perfect) or “I 

wrote”.
632

 In the first instance, the present would be referring to the present Epistle, 

while in the perfect it would be referring to either previous Epistle or John‟s Gospel. 

However, the perfect in English is considered non-committal and covered only 

hypotheses. On the other hand the perfect in Gĩkũyũ according to Barlow would “only 

refer to what precedes in the present.” Because of perceived linguistic and ambiguity 

of the text as well as doctrinal interests Barlow rendered the verse in question as “I 

wrote” in reference to or alluding to the Gospel. He argued that there was no suitable 

alternative in Gĩkũyũ.
633

 To resolve this problem, the translators had to discover a 
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“via media, avoiding with regret one or another attractively definite rendering, in 

order to preserve the indefiniteness of the original while yet making good sense”.
634

   

4.3.4  Translation as Scriptural Imperialism: Denominational and 

nationality rivalry  

The other major difficulty to be overcome through U.K.L.C. was 

denominational and nationality rivalry caused by conflicting values, prejudices and 

religious convictions. The problem had emerged during the uncoordinated private 

translations of scriptures by the pioneering missionaries. The first Gospel to be 

translated in Gĩkũyũ was the book of John translated by McGregor (C.M.S.) 

published by the British and Foreign Bible Society in 1903. The Church of Scotland 

Mission independently of the others through the National Bible Society of Scotland 

had a few years later published their own version of Mark‟s gospel which had been 

translated by Barlow. This move was interpreted by the British and Foreign Bible 

Society as antagonistic and through a series of correspondences the latter sought 

clarification as to why this had been allowed to happen.
635

 The matter was laid to rest 

with the formation of the united language committee.  

A more serious problem arose when the African Inland Mission not to be 

overtaken by the rest requested the American Bible Society in 1912 to help in the 

publication of Luke‟s Gospel.
636

 The Americans had plans through Rev. William 

Porter Knapp
637

 (a member of the united language committee) to go on and have their 
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own translation of Luke. This importuned a sharp rebuke from Dr. Kilgour, Editorial 

Superintendent of the British and Foreign Bible Society. Kilgour reminded John Fox 

of the American Bible Society that the BFBS was the only Society which had a 

department which dealt solely with editorial questions.
638

 Its plan was for the 

“unification of translational work in East Africa upon a scientific and far-seeing 

basis”.
639

 Entry of other Bible Societies in the field would complicate matters in terms 

of publication, circulation and distribution. Kilgour went as far as terming the 

American action “an unfriendly act.”
640

 The Americans on the other hand claimed 

liberty to translate and publish the Gospel of Luke as a right just as the Scots had done 

with Mark and the English had with John. They also claimed that they had had their 

Gĩkũyũ version of Luke in circulation for at least six months as a tentative version 

used in the A.I.M. sphere of influence.  

The B.F.B.S. was relentless and invoked missionary comity that it alleged 

gave it the monopoly of translating and publishing scripture in Kenya.
641

 Kilgour 

dismissed the question of nationality that the Americans were raising as a non-issue. 

More so, the B.F.B.S. argued, the absurdity of the whole thing was when the Agĩkũyũ 

would be forced to go to different Bible societies for different Gospels and the 

difficulty this would create when the whole New Testament came to be published.
642
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With all kinds of arm twisting and accusations the B.F.B.S left the Americans in a 

very awkward situation. Instead the A.I.M. established their own publishing house at 

Kijabe through which most of its translations and other publications were done.
643

 

Consequently, the U.K.L.C. decided not to have Dr. Henderson do any more 

translation work.
644

 In addition, the Committee ruled that any book of the Bible for 

general publication was to be submitted to the Language Committee for criticism. No 

editorial approval by the B.F.B.S. would be received for any translation that did not 

go through the Translation Committee.
645

 In like manner, none could be accepted by 

any of the contributory Societies until it had been passed by the U.K.L.C.
646

  

4.4  The Colonial Situation and Translation as an “In-between” Space 

Though colonial translation played a significant role in the domination of the 

Africans, it could not gain absolute control either in language or culture. On their part, 

the colonised translated themselves into the dominant culture by way of 

accommodation and mimicry.
647

 Through such acts of appropriation, translation 

opened up the possibility of invoking equally forceful acts of questioning, resistance 

and even reverse racism.
648

 When positively appropriated, translation took a new 

form: creolisation.
649

 Creolisation used in the Caribbean context of the term “Creole”, 
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refers to translation as “displacement, the carrying over and transformation of the 

dominant culture into new identities that take on material elements from the culture of 

their new location.”
650

 In the postcolonial concept, translation is viewed as “a space of 

re-empowerment”.
651

 Viewed this way, cultural interactions transformed the colonised 

from the passive victims of translation to active translators who recognise that they 

were in charge of their destiny. As such translation became a performative act of 

decolonisation.  

4.4.1  Africans’ Role in Translation: Awakening, Questioning and 

Resistance  

One thing that is apparent by now is that Africans‟ role in the translation 

process, though crucial, was never given attention and in most cases was glossed over 

in missionaries‟ reports.
652

 Although the European translators claimed entitlement to 

the authorial power to translate drawing benefits from and depending on the Africans‟ 

efforts, they refused the autonomy or independence of African translators. It is to be 

remembered that one of the by-laws of U.K.L.C. stated that all translations of the 

books of the Bible passed by the U. K. L.C. had to bear the words, “This translation 

has been passed by the United Kikuyu Language Committee”.
653

 The idea was to 

safeguard against any party apart from the U.K.L.C. from carrying out translation 

work.
654

 Since only European missionaries appointed by their mission societies 

formed the membership of the translating committee, it went without saying that 

Africans could only participate as observers, assessors, or assistants. The by-laws 
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curtailed Africans‟ initiatives from coming up with any acceptable translation.
655

 

Africans‟ opinions on translations were almost always relegated to a second place in 

the translation process. The individual missionary‟s decision on the subject matter 

was the one brought forward to the Language Committee for criticism and approval. 

Yet European translators remained handicapped without the help of their African 

“assessors”. Barlow, for example, relied heavily on the Mission teachers and students 

as well as elders from various districts.
656

 These men and women would be asked to 

write on specific subjects and Barlow would later edit them. Harry Leakey likewise 

had in his employment Stefano
657

 who accompanied him to England on furlough in 

order to “have someone who spoke Gĩkũyũ on his first furlough in England” to keep 

up his knowledge of the language.
658
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4.4.1a  Charles Mũhoro Kareri 

Translation, however, captivated the Africans‟ imagination and creativity. One 

of the Africans who played pivotal role in the translation of the Bible to Gĩkũyũ 

language despite the discriminatory by-law was Charles Mũhoro Kareri. Highly 

intelligent and well capable of carrying out translation work on his own, Kareri 

translated most of the Psalms by himself using Swahili and English Bibles.
659

 In 

retrospect, Kareri wrote, “I would translate about six or ten Psalms, then I would sit 

down and read them with Barlow to agree about how the words would follow one 

another. After reading and correcting the Psalms I had translated, I would be left to 

work on the others alone.”
660

 He travelled all over Gĩkũyũ country collecting words 

and evaluating how such words were used in different Gĩkũyũ dialects. Kareri aimed 

at collecting and using “archaic words” which he feared would be lost if not preserved 

in written form.
661

 In his opinion, though some of these words were difficult to most 

readers, he would rather people use a dictionary than lose the original Gĩkũyũ. Kareri 

strongly felt that it was his responsibility to preserve the words for the benefit of the 

community.
662

 Kareri saw himself as a man with a mission. Nonetheless, without 

proper training in translation work, the encouragement and further opportunities, 

Kareri found comfort in leaving the work to the man he highly exalted when he wrote: 

“In 1934, I realized that Barlow knew Gikuyu better than me”.
663
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4.4.1b  The African Christian Language Conference 

Another example of African awakening occurring through Bible translation is 

an African Christian language conference summoned by the U.K.L.C. in Nairobi and 

held on January 8
th

, 1910 in order to help the European translators test some of the 

words they had accumulated.
664

 Barlow and Leakey were to be present and report 

their findings to the U.K.L.C.
665

 The purpose of the conference was to have Gĩkũyũ 

words studied and discussed.
666

 Most remarkably, some Africans brought to the 

attention of the conference that the word Mũkohani
667

 (already introduced from the 

Kiswahili stem -kuhani) was objectionable as a word to represent “priest” owing to 

the existence of the word Mũkuuhani (a fornicator) already in Gĩkũyũ. Considerable 

time was spent in examining other possible words to express the “sacrificial priest” of 

the Bible. Finally it was unanimously decided among the Africans that Mũhakithia 

Ngai was the best rendering for one whose main occupation was to officiate at 

sacrifices.
668

 Nevertheless, Barlow and Leakey rejected the Africans‟ 

recommendation for “priest” – Mũhakithia Ngai arguing that it was not the accurate 
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rendering of the term “priest”.
669

 Eventually, U.K.L.C., following the 

recommendation of the two European translators, unilaterally dropped Mũkohani and 

Mũruti igongona replacing it with a new word introduced into the Gĩkũyũ lexicon 

Muthĩjĩri Ngai or Muthĩjĩri wa Ngai for priest. U.K.L.C. also opted to use Munabii 

(singular) and A-nabii (plural) for “prophet” - a Swahili word transliterated into 

Gĩkũyũ.
670

  

4.4.1c  Bildad Kaggia  

Bildad Kaggia
671

, unlike other African assessors and assistants, directly 

questioned and openly opposed the unilateral decisions missionaries took in 

translating certain words in the Gĩkũyũ New Testament and other existing translated 

portions of the Old Testament. He was greatly surprised after reading translated 

Gĩkũyũ version of the New Testament to discover a number of translation mistakes.
672

 

Kaggia wrote,  

I found so many that I made a complete amendment of the Kikuyu New 

Testament. I did it with great enthusiasm. I remembered that the Bible text is 

not the original one. The present version was a result of scholars‟ doctoring! It 

would not be a wonder if the Anglican European-Kikuyu linguists doctored 

their version further, I thought. It was time to prepare in Kikuyu the right 

version, just as it is read in Britain and without the missionaries‟ 

mistranslations.
673
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To understand Kaggia‟s position, it is important to retrace where his conviction about 

“scholars‟ doctoring” the Bible came from. During his career as a soldier during 

World War II, Kaggia had the opportunity of visiting Jerusalem. His two trips to 

Jerusalem while on military leave and one on military training as a Christian group 

Bible study leader left an indelible mark in him. It also widened his biblical 

perspective, from naivety to realism.
674

 During the second visit he wrote:  

I was not the „simple Kaggia‟ thinking of heavenly Jerusalem.
675

 Now I 

intended to find out the truth. A strange question had arisen in my mind. Why 

had the Europeans, who were arrogant and more civilized than the Jews in 

Palestine, accepted a Jew as their God? Did they teach the Bible in England 

the way they taught it to us? Or was it only when they Christianized the 

„heathen African‟ that this was their attitude?
676

  

 

The conversation with an official of the museum in Jerusalem left him reeling. It is 

here he learnt for the first time that the Gospels were a reconstruction of “scholars” 

which took many years before the New Testament could be completed. Kaggia 

continued, “This knowledge shook my belief that the Bible was the inspired word of 

God. It dawned on me that the „scholars‟ had constructed the writings in their own 

way. They had used their knowledge, elaborating, exaggerating and adding as they 

wished to make the story sweet and convincing.”
677

 Armed with this knowledge and 

with the glaring translation errors, Kaggia decided to retranslate the Gĩkũyũ New 

Testament. 

During his official posting in Britain, Kaggia took his complete revision of the 

translated Gĩkũyũ version to the offices of the B.F.B.S. which had published the 

Gĩkũyũ New Testament and met with G. Cowan, the publishing superintendent. 
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Kaggia wanted his revisions published (this was quite naïve but revolutionary.) His 

visit to the London office coincided with John W. Arthur‟s furlough in Scotland. At 

the time, Arthur was the chairman of U.K.L.C. After being convinced that there were 

serious translation mistakes that needed attention, Cowan is said to have desired an 

urgent review. Cowan arranged for an appointment for Kaggia to meet with Arthur in 

Cowan‟s office. Though John Arthur had not translated any of the New Testament 

books, to Kaggia‟s satisfaction, he spoke Gĩkũyũ, unlike G. Cowan who knew nothing 

about the language. After “two full days” of argument with Arthur, the missionary 

finally agreed that Kaggia‟s “amended New Testament” should be forwarded for 

consideration to the U.K.L.C.
678

 

Some of the examples that Kaggia cited as having been wrongly translated 

included first the contentious rendering of the term “prophet”, which had already been 

discussed in the African Language Conference mentioned above. The Gĩkũyũ version 

now read mũnabii,
679

 a word which Kaggia said was borrowed from Swahili, nabii. 

Kaggia was aware of the fact that loaning words from other languages enriches a 

language. He pointed out, “I was not against borrowing new words, as borrowing 

enriches a language, but I was very much against borrowing a word when there was a 

suitable Kikuyu word.”
680

 There was already in Gĩkũyũ a suitable word mũrathi for 

prophet. As such Kaggia argued there was no reason to use a Swahili word which the 

Agĩkũyũ would not understand.  

Arthur‟s objection to Kaggia‟s proposal was on two fronts. First, the original 

meaning of mũrathi was “a heathen false prophet”. Second, there was no difference 

between mũrathi and mũndũ-mũgo (medicine man or witchdoctor). Kaggia challenged 
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Arthur‟s conclusion arguing that in Israel there were both false and true prophets and 

the term prophet was used for both only with added adjective. Logically, he 

postulated Agĩkũyũ knew that there were two kinds of mũrathi, a true one who was 

accepted as speaking on behalf of Ngai and the pretender who if found out was 

immediately punished by death. Kaggia also categorically denied Arthur‟s sweeping 

generalisation. The mũrathi was distinctively different from mũndũ-mũgo. Mũrathi, 

Kaggia argued, had free access to Ngai while mũndũ-mũgo used witchcraft and 

information gathered from the „client‟. Kaggia wondered why the Jews and the Arabs 

did not invent new words for God or prophet when they learnt of the „new‟ god but 

continued using the old ones. He pointed out that missionaries, in like manner, did not 

stop the use of the Gĩkũyũ Ngai or Mwene Nyaga despite the “heathen” origin of the 

two terms. He denounced as a double standard for the missionaries to reject other 

Gĩkũyũ words that were as valid as Ngai.
681

 

Kaggia also challenged the use of the word ngoma for “devil” which he saw as 

“a gross mistranslation” for the Agĩkũyũ term ngoma referred to ancestral spirits 

which Agĩkũyũ revered. Ngoma acted according to the behaviour of the living 

community. If the living did annoy the spirits, evil was assured to befall not only on 

the family that aggrieved such a spirit but the community as well. But after appeasing 

the spirits either by sprinkling beer or slaughtering, normalcy was restored. In using 

the term Ngoma for “Devil”, Kaggia postulated, the translation implied “evil spirits”. 

In Arthur‟s opinion, the worship given to “Ngoma” went against the first of the Ten 

Commandments. “Ngoma” monopolised attention and took a more prominent place 

than God in the life of the people. Such worship (of “Ngoma”), therefore, was 

unnecessary, wrong and insulting to God. Christianity taught direct access to God and 
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the worship of God alone.
682

 However, for Kaggia there was “nothing evil about the 

spirit of one‟s mother or father.”
683

  

Kaggia‟s observation is important because U.K.L.C. translated ἅδης as used 

in its genitive form ἅδου in Matthew 16:18 to refer to “of Hades” as kũndũ kwa 

Ngoma (abode of Spirits).
684

 However, in verse 23 where Peter is rebuke by Jesus and 

pointedly refered to as σατανᾶ, U.K.L.C. rendered that translation as Shaitani (a 

Gĩkũyũ transliteration of Swahili Cetani). It begs the question, since there was no 

Gĩkũyũ equivalence for “Devil” or “Satan” or “Demon” (as evident in the rendering 

of Matthew 16:18), why would the missionaries liberally apply Gĩkũyũ terms when it 

came to the evil aspect of demonic or satanic manifestations or demonic abode? I am 

of the opinion that this was intentional misrepresentation of the term kũndũ kwa 

Ngoma. It is an example of the colonial ideological model that delighted in 

categorising Africans‟ religious and cultural tenets in demonic terms. The best 

translation of “Hades” would have to use the expression given by S. Njũgũna “gũthiĩ 

na mĩriinĩ ya mĩkongoe” (i.e. lest they become lost in the “bowels of the earth {lit., go 

down to the roots of the mythical “mikongoe” trees}.)
685

  

The other translation text that Kaggia challenged was the Gĩkũyũ rendering of 

Galatians 6:6. The English text read “Let him that is taught in the word communicate 

unto him that teacheth in all good things.” The Gĩkũyũ translation of the verse was: 
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“Nariri, niwega mundu uria ukurutwo uhoro wa Ngai agayagire mumuruti indo ciake 

ciothe Njega.”
686

 Kaggia‟s English rendition of the missionaries‟ Gĩkũyũ version 

given above was “let him that is taught the word of God give his teacher all his good 

things!”
687

 The problem with the translation according to Kaggia was that many 

Gĩkũyũ Christians took it literally and had been acting so. They interpreted it to mean 

that they were expected to give all their good things to the Church because God had 

commanded them to do so. The poor gave everything they had to the Church. Kaggia 

added that the Agĩkũyũ Christians would sometimes give everything leaving 

themselves without enough money for food or pay school fees for their children.  

What made the U.K.L.C. translation awkward, according to Kaggia, was that 

the Gĩkũyũ translation did not follow the Swahili version. The Swahili version read, 

“Mwanafunzi na amshirikishe Mfunzi wake katika mema yote.”
688

 Its English 

equivalent being “Let the student or disciple share or co-operate with the teacher in all 

good things.”
689

 A further difficulty was that “good things” in Swahili did not imply 

goats, cattle, sheep or money, but “good matters” whereas in Kikuyu indo refered to 

material things. The hermeneutical danger of such a mistranslation is nowhere else 

better captured than in Kaggia‟s observation that such a translation always served the 

colonial larger mission. Kaggia wrote,  

the missionaries had taught the Kikuyu, with the help of mistranslations of the 

Bible, that the African being taught the world of God must give all his good 
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things to the teacher, who is the white missionary. So the Kikuyu works all his 

life for the church, often at the expense of his health and his children‟s 

education…the greatest bondage the African suffers is the mzungu‟s 

religion.
690

 

 

Kaggia concluded that the African‟s greatest enemy was foreign religious beliefs from 

which he had to be liberated before the African could accept “new ideas about the 

injustices of British administration”.
691

 Liberation could not occur with God 

remaining on the side of the “colonialists as the whole church preached against the 

African way of life. God had to be brought to our side. The African had to understand 

that God supported our cause and the mzungu was in the wrong.”
692

 It is not known 

whether Kaggia‟s translation was ever considered by U.K.L.C. but we know that his 

religious convictions and political consciousness led him to direct confrontation with 

the colonial government.
693

 

 4.4.1d  Jomo Kenyatta 

The final case that I want to consider is a curious citation in Jomo 

Kenyatta‟s
694

 book Facing Mount Kenya in regard to Psalms 68:31.
695

 Kenyatta in his 

quotation followed a different orthography than the one used by missionaries. His 
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knowledge on Gĩkũyũ language is indisputable.
696

 It is known that Jomo Kenyatta 

played a pivotal role in collaborating with Lilias E. Armstrong in producing the 

phonetic and tonal structure of the Gĩkũyũ language.
697

 Missionaries though 

grudgingly always recognised Kenyatta‟s work.
698

 Much of Kenyatta‟s work will be 

considered later in my analysis of Mũiguithania. Psalm 68:31 in Kenyatta‟s book 

reads, “Ngatha cia Othamaki ikoima borori wa Afrika, Mbari ya Abaci ne ikirie 

kwambararia moko igoro hare Mwene-Nyaga”. Kenyatta‟s English translation reads 

“Princes shall come out of Africa, Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands to 

God”.
699

 The second part of Kenyatta‟s translation follows Ludwig Krapf‟s English 

translation rendered „Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto God‟.
700

 The 

U.K.L.C. Gĩkũyũ translation of Psalms 68:31reads Kũrĩ makang‟ũ magoka moimĩte 

Misiri; Ethiopia nakuo nĩgũkahiũha kwarĩra Ngai moko.
701

 The variance in this 

translation with the U.K.L.C. rendition of the same is interesting and raises several 

questions.  

Why would Kenyatta not follow the gazetted Gĩkũyũ orthography, given the 

fact that his publication came more than ten years after the Gĩkũyũ New Testament? 

Assuming that he had knowledge of the Gĩkũyũ translation of the book of Psalms 

published two years before his book, why did he decide not to follow U.K.L.C. 

rendition of the verse in question? The possibility is that Kenyatta had a copy of 

English translation as well as the Swahili text. The 1914 Swahili edition of the Psalm 
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in question read Masheki watakuja toka Misri: Kushi itahimiza mikono yake kwa 

Muungu (Leaders will come from Egypt: Cush shall stretch its hands to God).
702

 The 

1904 Swahili translation is more dramatic, Wakwasi waja zao kutoka Misiri, Afarika 

nae yuampelekea mikono Mwenyiezi Mngu kwa haraka (Princes come from Egypt: 

Africa stretches out her hands in haste towards God).
703

 Another Swahili version 

rendered “Princes” as Wakuu wa Misri (leaders or administrators of Egypt) and 

Ethiopia as watu weusi (Black or dark skinned people) and watakaoviinua mikono yao 

kumwelekea Mungu (shall stretch out their hands towards God) seems to be more 

appropriately rendered than all others.
704

 The Swahili version that Kenyatta is most 

likely to have followed brings out racial element as an empowerment. It closely 

follows Krapf‟s idea of Ethiopia being the launching pad and a leader in mission work 

to the rest of East and Central Africa. 

Kenyatta‟s point in translating the verse was to elaborate how the African 

Christian Independent movement Watu wa Mngu (also known as Arathi) expressed 

their nationalistic feelings in support of the African way of life against the new 

cultural and religious heritage being introduced by the missionaries. In the verse, the 

Arathi found their hermeneutical empowerment for Mwene-Nyaga (Owner of 

Brightness – God; this is the best Gĩkũyũ rendering of the divinity) had given them 

power to interpret biblical texts. As such to mark this empowerment they would 

stretch out their arms in the sky while praying.
705

 The stretching out of hands is as in 

one receiving a blessing or power from on high. It is an act of empowering. However, 
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the U.K.L.C. translation uses an unfamiliar word for “Princes” (makang‟ũ) and in 

Ethiopia nakuo nĩgũkahiũha kwarĩra Ngai moko, the idea of stretching out as in 

worship is lost in this translation. The idea here is not of stretching arms as in worship 

or praise but stretching out towards the front as one who is humbly receiving from a 

benefactor. The best analogy is of one who stretches out his hand in order to beg or as 

a sign of submission and obedience. It dilutes the element of political or spiritual 

patronage that Kenyatta wished to portray. The nationalistic idea would not be 

captured in U.K.L.C.  

4.5  Conclusion 

The thrust of this chapter has been to reveal the multifaceted nature of Bible 

translation in the colonial setting. In the first place, even though colonial translators 

claimed fidelity to the original-source text as the hall mark that authenticated their 

translation of the Gĩkũyũ New Testament, the untranslatability of some of the biblical 

concepts into Gĩkũyũ, adaptation and assimilation of native terms and concepts such 

as Ngai among others, attested otherwise. Nonetheless, the act of translation confirms 

my thesis that colonialism was never able to fix the African identities and 

representations into stable discourses due to its ambivalence and contractions which is 

apparent if we accept translation as an act of interpretation, thus leaving room for 

hybridisation. Yet this did not stop the U.K.L.C. from attempting to take absolute 

control in what was being translated and how such translations were to take shape 

purging the Gĩkũyũ language all of undesirable religious or cultural ideas hidden in 

words and thoughts.
706

 

Translation also offered Africans a key entry into the new order and opened 

the possibility of subversion. In both Kaggia‟s and Kenyatta‟s translation, one can 
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sense political imagination and creativity. The hawk-eyed Kaggia would use his 

knowledge to expose and challenge any claim to the innocence of the translated text. 

There is some degree of similarity between Kaggia‟s thoughts and those of Krapf in 

terms of their views that African Christians should assume their rightful place before 

God. Neither Kaggia nor Krapf was operating within the colonial missionary-

translator mindset, even though one was African and one European. Kenyatta as well 

proved that there were other alternatives in translating biblical texts that would be 

more empowering against missionaries‟ humiliating and disparaging translations. As I 

shall show in the next two chapters, imagination and innovation took centre stage 

once the Africans had the Bible translated in a language that they clearly understood. 

It offered them the ability to utilise the resources they had as ordinary readers and the 

opportunity to employ them accordingly.
707
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CHAPTER 5: THE TRANSLATED TEXTS AND THE TYPES OF READING: 

THE ROLE OF COMMON SENSE HERMENEUTICS 

 

“A running river cannot be dammed for ever without breaking its bounds.”
708

 

 

5.1  Introduction 

In the last three chapters I have been making the argument that despite the 

hegemonic nature of the discourses of colonialism in their representation and 

construction of African identities, the ambivalence and colonial contradictions made 

those discourses unstable and thus made it hard for colonialism to fix the Africans in 

stable identities. Kenyan colonial experiences testify to Edward Said‟s words that “no 

matter how apparently complete the dominance of an ideology or social system, there 

are always going to be parts of social experience that it does not cover and control.”
709

 

Out of these parts, liminal spaces are opened which not only make negotiations and 

hybridisation possible but they also become conducive for impetuses or signs of 

decolonisation which come mainly as self-consciousness or dialectical opposition. 

Said in his critique of imperial literature convincingly showed that besides 

colonial/postcolonial cultural and ideological representations exists also another 

tradition out of which a theory of resistance is born testifying to the diversity and 

difference of the non-European world.
710

 Said‟s explication of imperial writings is 

also true of biblical interpretation in Kenya where the interstices became sites for new 

discourses of resistance from the emerging African intelligentsia (Athomi) challenging 

the colonial hermeneutics. While colonial hermeneutics presumed permanent primacy 

of the colonial power, emerging movements of dissidence and resistance shattered this 

colonial assumption. The hermeneutical liminal space that the colonial situation 

created provided the opportunity for transformation. This allowed the Athomi to 
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question, resist and even produce destabilising and unsettling effects on the colonial 

situation.
711

  

5.1.1.  Common Sense Hermeneutics    

In this chapter I explore how dissenting voices from African Christians formed 

and shaped “oppositional discursive practise” marking the beginning of alternative 

hermeneutics.
712

 This chapter and the next one will show how African Christians took 

every opportunity to lay out hermeneutical strategies of collaboration and 

contestations. In the moments of awakening and through acts of defining their identity 

both as individuals and as a society, the Africans (in this case, Agĩkũyũ) used 

“common sense”
713

 hermeneutics first as an assimilative tool and secondly as a means 

of articulating their cultural difference. Several reasons made this active participation 

possible. First, as already argued in the previous chapters, while the colonial regime in 

Kenya differentiated between races and ethnic groups, it simultaneously incorporated 

them all within the same general system.
714

 Even though the ideological achievement 

of such incorporation was to create hegemony, it also occasioned room for 

negotiations.
715

 Second, the ambivalence and contradictions of the discourse of 

colonialism expanded the possibilities for assimilation, questioning and resistance. 

Third, with the translated Bible now available in a language the Agĩkũyũ could 

comprehend, the Bible was no longer viewed as a given text. Instead it took new 
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status – Ibuku rĩa Ngai (the Book of God).
716

 In some sense, this status was almost 

magical. Gerald West has accurately pointed out that from the very earliest encounters 

of the Africans with the Bible, the Bible came to be perceived as a potentially useful 

“object of strange power”.
717

  

The Bible, together with other translated Christian texts remained central in 

sharpening and expanding the Agĩkũyũ religious, moral and political imaginations. 

The common sense hermeneuts, in their act of interpretation, came to the Bible with 

the two sets of interests that Gerald West has identified as “interpretative interests and 

life interests”.
718

 As they encountered the Bible, they would identify specific 

dimensions of the texts that were of interest to them as interpreters. On the other hand 

the conditions both in the Reserve and in the city which were mainly those of 

deprivation, poverty, poor housing, surveillance, brutality and racism, became the 

main concerns and commitments that motivated the Africans to come to the Bible for 

answers. The common sense hermeneutics that the Agĩkũyũ proselytes developed was 

simple, literalistic, and highly selective.  

5.1.2  Bible as the Word of God 

Most common sense hermeneuts mimicked the colonial hermeneutical 

method, which was mainly informed by the covenant drawn by the Bible League.
719

 

The League emphasised the infallibility of the Bible as the Word of God and accepted 

as true popularly held beliefs that the actual authors of books of the Bible were those 

whose names tradition gave such as Moses and the Pentateuch; David and the Psalms; 
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and that Isaiah wrote the Book of Isaiah in its entirety. The Bible League also called 

for mission societies not to appoint or retain on their preaching or teaching staff those 

who did not accept the veracity and divine authority of the Bible and its inerrancy.
720

 

The group wanted those appointed to serve at home or abroad subscribe to the 

aforesaid covenant and hold with conviction evangelical interpretation.  

In Kenya, the fear of liberal questioning of the Bible was expressed by many 

missionaries, such as C.M.S. Rev. R. Pitts Pittway who urged the Anglican Church to 

give assurance that no teaching would be given at the only Divinity School which 

would be contradictory to or cause doubt concerning the scriptures.
721

 This came after 

a long and virulent exchange between Pittway and Archdeacon W. E. Owen
722

 with 

Pittway accusing the latter of “lacking in unswerving loyalty to the supreme Authority 

of the Word of God”.
723

 Owen dismissed much of the Old Testament as teachings of 

holy men written and recorded when their hearts were still in darkness.
724

 He also 

rejected the sacrificial doctrine of the Atonement as well as the resurrection of Jesus 

Christ in his physical body.
725

 Owen‟s use of “higher criticism” caused great anxiety 

in missionary circles.
726

 There was a widespread apprehension that dissemination of 
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such views would “poison” the Africans by challenging the fundamental anchoring of 

colonial mission to the Bible.
727

 It is in this context that the common sense 

hermeneutics originated. This chapter also identifies two major tools that the ordinary 

African Bible readers employed:  Allusion and Interpretative resources.   

5.1.2a  Use of Allusion  

The hermeneutical method most commonly employed by the Agĩkũyũ readers 

was allusion.
728

 According to Sugirtharajah, in biblical interpretation, allusion aims at 

creating intimate feelings as well as heightening communication between the reader 

and the author, the reader and the text, and between the reader and the interpretive 

community. The reader, by considerable use of the biblical materials, identifies 

herself with the biblical personalities and portrays such characters in such a way that 

establishes a real connection between the reader and the biblical characters. Through 

allusion the reader is prompted to connect the differences and similarities between his 

own history and biblical narratives. Secondly, Sugirtharajah says that allusion may 

subvert “the original meaning of an activated text by trying it in a new context”.
729

 In 

this sense, the reader takes biblical texts or verses from their contexts and strategically 

juxtaposes the texts to his/her “life interests” in order to underscore an argument.  

Finally, through use of allusion a reader echoes a “memorable phrase” as an 

authoritative text to serve as evidence to support a claim. 

5.1.2b  Interpretative Resources  

Besides the use of allusions, the Agĩkũyũ hermeneuts also employed common 

African dramatic expressions as “interpretative resources”.
730

 Central to these 

dramatic expressions were songs, dances, occasional mime, and use of proverbs and 
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poetry, which Ngũgĩ wa Thiong‟o has persuasively argued should be classified under 

the African theatre.
731

 Whatever forms the African participation in interpretation took 

it did offer alternative ways of exploring and reading the Bible.  

5.2  Reading Strategies  

To help delineate some of the reading strategies the Africans in the Gĩkũyũ 

country undertook, I follow Vincent Wimbush and Sugirtharajah in their introductions 

to the major types of reading the Bible.
732

 In this chapter, I identify two main reading 

strategies: Reading and interpreting the Bible for conversion experience and reading 

the Bible as a road map to nation-building. 

5.2.1  Reading and Interpreting the Bible for Conversion Experience 

The first reading strategy that we discern is from the first generation African 

proselytes. Their hermeneutics accepted the colonial logic that offered colonisation 

and conversion experience as the only available agencies for the transformation of the 

indigenous society. According to this colonial logic, Christian conversion meant 

cultural and socio-political regeneration, economic progress and spiritual salvation.
733

 

The new talk about Christian conversion and social progress came as a normative 

discourse already given and fixed.
734

 This meant that exchange of values, meanings 

and priorities could not be collaborative or dialogical. The first generation proselytes 

had only one choice, to accept the conversion model as presented.
735

 Nonetheless, as 

argued in the first three chapters, the colonial encounters offered innovative sites for 

collaboration and contestation where the ideas of self and of the new society were 
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negotiated.
736

 What appeared as having been pre-given and fixed, could not escape 

hybridisation in the moments of historical transformation. The fluidity of the 

exchange opened “in-between” spaces where the African cultural elements defiantly 

re-inscribed themselves through the very hermeneutical process that attempted to 

trample them. This is evident in the several colonial hermeneutical strategies 

discussed here below.   

5.2.1a  Storytelling 

First of the hermeneutic strategies was to use the translated Gĩkũyũ Bible as a 

resource for storytelling. It ought to be remembered that in the Gĩkũyũ country, the 

first encounter with the Bible and the gospel message was oral. The first potential 

Christians heard rather than read the text. We witness this in the baptism ceremony of 

an old man named Muleu
737

 in November 1907. Muleu was the second Mũgĩkũyũ to 

be baptised by C.S.M. missionaries since their arrival in Gĩkũyũ country.
738

 He had 

made a deathbed wish to be baptised after confessing his belief in Christ.
739

 As Muleu 

lay dying of cancer, Waitito
740

 read aloud John 8:1–17. It is intriguing why this text 

was chosen for such an occasion since Dr. Arthur who presided over the ceremony 

did not make any exposition. Instead, he prayed that Muleu‟s sons and their wives 

might all come to Christ. I am of the opinion that Arthur, in allowing the Word to be 
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read and heard, expected those present to receive it as a story worthy listening. I want 

to suggest here that Africans present were likely to pick on this practice. Several of 

the Africans that we encounter later use the Bible in exactly the same way as Arthur. 

The idea of the Bible as stories (now presented in the Gĩkũyũ language) appealed to 

the African sensibility.
741

  

Biblical stories were illustrated from many points of view by stories from 

Gĩkũyũ life. Use of pictures sometimes incomprehensible served to reinforce the 

spoken word.
742

 For example, Dr. Irvine mentioned how important it was for him to 

use pictures under the light of a portable lantern as he narrated the story of the life of 

Christ and pictures of lions in telling the story of Daniel.
743

 The pictures served as 

conduit through which the idea of Christ and “main facts of Bible story and doctrine,” 

were engraved upon the Africans‟ memories.
744

 As the Biblical stories replaced 

ng‟ano (folklores), new horizons of progress were envisioned where the colonial 

present was envisaged as a complete break with the past and as a bonding with the 

future. To inaugurate the new journey into the promised future, the mission church 

first targeted young boys and girls.
745

 The innocent and uncontaminated children 

replaced the expert indigenous storytellers as the mission church used them to reach 

out to others. Once baptised these boys and girls were immediately enlisted to go out 

into villages to tell the Bible stories they had learnt.
746

 On arrival they would ask a 
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house owner to gather neighbours around a bonfire to listen to Ũhoro wa Ngai (the 

Story or things of God).
747

 

The colonial strategy in the use of the Bible as a resource for storytelling fitted 

within the discourse of colonialism. Like the indigenous folklore, Ũhoro wa Ngai had 

a pedagogical role. Its goal was to create spatial distance between the proselytised and 

their indigenous community. The Africans, as already demonstrated, were expected to 

sever ties with their past never to return. Those who wished to become followers of 

Jesus were given the opportunity to make open confession of faith and a public 

declaration to sever ties from “all evil customs of the tribe”.
748

 The confession was 

followed by the symbolic washing at the stream to symbolise the washing away of the 

unclean African life. Stevenson gives a glimpse into the importance of the symbolic 

washing: 

straight and clean and brown in the deep pool of the stream, their faces 

showing a greyish pallor that, in the African, betokens emotion …we two 

white women realised in it, that we were witnessing something in the nature of 

a sacrament in this laying aside of the old things; and, in this washing, a 

baptism that had kinship with a far-off Judean scene.
749

  

 

After the washing ceremony the converts were adorned in clean clothes. Having thus 

shed off all that mark of the old Gĩkũyũ life, converts parted ways with their 

community.
750

  

In other instances, baptism by immersion also served as a symbol of physical 

separation. It followed the biblical symbolism of baptism as death to the old life of 

sin, and the rising again to a new life in Christ. A classic example is that of the Gospel 
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Missionary Society (G.M.S.) first converts.
751

 This was done in front of a large crowd 

of onlookers at a local river where by accident or design, the missionaries stood on 

one bank of the stream and the crowd on the other, and the converts waded through 

the river to be baptised and joined the missionaries on the other side thus emphasising 

the idea of separation between the old life and the new.
752

 The idea behind the 

hermeneutical strategy after winning individuals through biblical stories, and the 

dramatisation of the washing as separation marked the first epistemological shift 

marking the embryonic development of the future Christian Church in Africa.
753

 The 

young African Christians were taught to regard themselves as the visible 

manifestation of a universal and eternal community that could not be sanctioned by 

the traditional norms.  

Nonetheless, through the power of storytelling, colonial hermeneutics, though 

arbitrary, laid the ground work in which the Bible offered a forum for negotiations. 

The Bible as a text full of stories of heroes and heroines, pathos and victory, sorrow 

and joy, sojourn and fulfilment, could not be controlled within the colonial strictures. 

The biblical world became a world the African could identify with, a world from 

which they could draw strength and into which they could retreat, and most 

importantly a world which they could manipulate in order to find meaning and 
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affirmation.
754

 The interstice created by these narratives, became “the place from 

which something begins its presencing”.
755

   

5.2.1b  The Bible as a Moral Text 

The second hermeneutic strategy that sought to awaken and sustain desire for 

the Ũhoro wa Ngai focused on the use of the Bible as a moral text which was 

reinforced through the catechetical school, pedagogy and church discipline. The use 

of the translated catechism, the primer (Karirikania
756

) and the articulation of 

ecclesial discipline as hermeneutical resources were not dissimilar to the ambulant as 

well as ambivalent discourse of colonialism. In the first place, the two texts expanded 

Gĩkũyũ vocabulary as well as serving as catalyst to self-consciousness and political 

imagination.
757

 Through these texts, for example, the Agĩkũyũ learnt Christian 

concepts such as nature of creation, human soul, human being, holiness and 

righteousness, sin and salvation and God as the creator. While introducing new 

concepts of God it also expanded the existing knowledge of God.
758

 The pedagogic 

goal of the catechetical instructions was to develop mind and character rather than to 

impart information.
759

 These instructions also aimed at cleansing, rehabilitating and 

indoctrinating the African mind.
760

  

On the other hand, through the evolving ecclesiology and church discipline, 

the colonial church became the judicial and forgiving agent of Christ to those it had 
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incorporated.
761

 The church legislated and adjudicated in all matters regarding cultural 

issues, marriage, family relationships, worship, customs and morals.
762

 Religion from 

now on took a personal dimension in which specific thoughts, intentions and actions 

were targeted.
763

 The words of Jesus in Matthew 18:18: „Truly I say unto you, 

whatever you bind here on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you shall 

loosen here on earth will be loosened in heaven‟ were interpreted to refer to the 

authority the church had over every dimension of people‟s life.
764

 Those who failed to 

adhere to the church‟s authority faced eternal damnation for when they died they 

would be “thrown into the fire of Johanum”.
765

 God‟s verdict was sure as given in 

John 3:19: “light has come into the world but the people loved the dark more than the 

light for their deeds were evil.”
766

  

5.2.1c  The Bible as an Awakener and an Enabler 

Beyond the displacement and dislocation as well as the artificial boundaries 

set by the colonial church, lay a range of other possibilities that provided a 

foundational frame for cultural and national identity within the emerging Gĩkũyũ 

consciousness. For example, the primer and catechism helped sharpen the Africans‟ 

political imagination, though inadvertently. The most empowering of all was what 

was written in the primer about the Gĩkũyũ country. The primer announced, “God has 

given the Gikuyu a good country that lacks neither food nor water or forests. It is 
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therefore good for the Gikuyu to praise God, for He has been very generous to 

them”.
767

 Karirikania affirmed what the Agĩkũyũ already knew and believed that their 

land was an unalienable patrimony given to them by God.
768

 Definitely, at a time 

when the ancestral land of the Agĩkũyũ and other communities were being taken and 

placed under the Crown Government, such a declaration would feed on the Athomi‟s 

political imagination. It nursed Africans‟ self-conscious and nurtured desire for 

independency.    

In addition, the Africans would draw inferences from the Christian ideals 

taught in catechism such as the idea of loving others because all are equal in the eyes 

of God.
769

 Such teachings encouraged inquiry and questioning, particularly when it 

appeared to be contradicted by colonial reality. Liberal ideas also came as 

empowerment. Marion Stevenson, for example, responding to the questions by her 

female students about what they should teach little girls about the role of women in 

Christianity, said,   

teach them of the humble women of the Bible, of Mary the mother of Jesus, 

and the other women who ministered to Him – how they were the last at the 

Cross, the first at the Tomb, the first to see the Risen Christ, the first to be 

commissioned to „tell the others.‟ The special message that those women of 

the Bible had for Gĩkũyũ women and girls was that their duty was to be first 

too; they must not lag behind the men who were taking a stand on the side of 

Jesus. It was such men they would marry, and either drag down or help up. 

The future lay with them and with their children.
770

  

 

Such words would definitely be empowering to the young listeners who were not sure 

about their role in society. With their mental horizon expanded Agĩkũyũ women 

proactively engaged their new found faith to inform and interrogate cultural issues 

                                                 
767

 Dr. John Arthur referred to the Gĩkũyũ country as “This lovely healthy country of Kikuyu, glorious 

mountain and river scenery, wonderful forests and soil”. See Arthur Papers Gen 763 60j, University of 

Edinburgh; See also Karirikania, 6. 
768

 Arthur, “East Africa in Transition”, 21. 
769

 “Maurio na Metikio”, questions 69 and 70, 13. 
770

 Scott, A Saint in Kenya, 101. 



[190] 

 

that affected them as demonstrated by Nyambura Njoroge.
771

 Political imagination 

fanned new ideas and new ways of understanding the Agĩkũyũ ethic and moral 

principle of unity and nation building. 

5.2.2 Reading the Bible as a Road Map to Nation-Building 

The basic foundation of this approach was through mimicking the Europeans 

who had used the Bible to validate colonisation. Europeans as already discussed saw 

themselves as God‟s people and the Bible serving as “cultural image-reflector”.
772

 

The Africans quickly associated the Bible with power and easily adopted it to not only 

serve their self-interests but also for self-affirmation. Bhabha has argued that any 

work of culture should not encounter with “newness” as part of the continuum of past 

and present. Instead it should create “a sense of the new as an insurgent act of cultural 

translation.”
773

 Such an approach in biblical hermeneutics, gives new meaning to the 

colonial encounters. The newness produced in the process of historical transformation 

reveals active insurgent acts taking place within the liminal space of colonial 

transformation.  

5.2.2a  The Bible and the Gĩkũyũ nationalism – Harry Thuku 

In Harry Thuku
774

 we encounter an African who was pivotal in the new era of 

hermeneutical questioning developed and revolving around the Gĩkũyũ nationalism. 

He was part of the youthful group referred to by Blakeslee as “young aristocracy of 
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Kikuyuland, who had stepped out of darkness to walk in the light” who had started 

questioning and doubting missionaries‟ genuineness.
775

 In Blakeslee‟s opinion, 

although these young men
776

 were progressive and stood their ground “against the 

age-long spiritual, mental, and moral darkness”, they were unable to resist the “new 

dangers in the political unrest”. This is because “they were not sufficiently mature 

either in years or in the knowledge of God to discern the form of the prince of 

darkness when he masqueraded as an angel of light in a costume which was set off 

with many accessories of genuine value.”
777

 

However, careful study of Thuku and the ensuing drama reveals an 

undercurrent (not experienced before) that was seeking an ideological basis of a wider 

unity and resistance against colonial humiliations. The basis of this quest, to recall 

Edward Said‟s insight, could be found in “the rediscovery and repatriation of what 

had been suppressed in the native‟s past by the process of imperialism.”
778

 But this 

rediscovery and repatriation was not a mere retrieval of the “dead hand” of the past. 

The recovery hybridised the Agĩkũyũ cultural forms with forms already established or 

influenced by the culture of the coloniser. The moment of historical transformation 

formed a hybrid cultural space as a site where the inscription of the signs of cultural 

memory and biblical knowledge coalesced. This fact is evident in Thuku‟s 

extraordinary capacity to organise offense against oppression and against the authority 

of appointed colonial chiefs.  
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By 1915, Thuku‟s political and racial consciousness had budded and he began 

efforts to raise consciousness among Africans about forced labour especially that of 

young girls. He also dealt with other issues such as compensation of the World War I 

African veterans, Kipande and wages issues as well as the use of Kiboko (rhino whip) 

by settlers on African workers. In one of the issues of his newly launched Swahili 

newsletter Tangazo, Thuku lashed at European missionaries whom he accused of 

being too acquiescent with the government and the settlers.
779

 He dismissed the 

Kiambu colonial chiefs as majudasi (Judases).
780

 The fact that Thuku employed the 

word Judas to disparage the colonial chiefs as traitors shows that biblical texts (long 

before the translation of the Gĩkũyũ New Testament) helped inform and shape the 

Agĩkũyũ political imagination. By echoing this memorable term, Thuku was 

employing allusion in order to support his claim that the chiefs were traitors not only 

against Thuku himself but also against the women whom he was fighting for. Thuku 

expected the community to rally against the colonial chiefs.  

Immediately after Harry Thuku‟s detention without trial
781

, spontaneous 

protests in the form of songs sprang out all over the Gĩkũyũ Reserve in praise of 

him.
782

 I need to note here as I continue that songs in the Gĩkũyũ community played 

very important role in forming and retrieving cultural memories. Boyes (one of the 
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earliest travellers in the Gĩkũyũ country) noted the importance of singing in the life of 

the Agĩkũyũ saying,  

the Kikuyu are a very musical people, singing wherever they go, and the 

warriors would come to the dances in a body, singing as they marched along, 

and keeping as perfect time and step as a regiment of trained soldiers… the 

Kikuyu seem to have more varieties of dances than any natives I know, and 

are, on the whole, a light-hearted race, singing all day long.
783

   

 

He also recorded that the Gĩkũyũ country had  

a class of strolling minstrels, resembling more than anything the old 

troubadours of the Middle Ages…a privileged class, travelling from place to 

place and extemporising songs about local events and people – not always 

without a strong tinge of sarcasm, which no one dared to resent.
784

 

   

Therefore, in producing songs in praise of Thuku and songs that depreciated colonial 

chiefs, the women were employing an important hermeneutical tool to interpret the 

event as well as communicate their political opinion. The main song, quoted in part 

here below, was sung by women only and its theme alluded to Thuku‟s use of the 

biblical term majudasi. It was performed in the Kĩharo (open space) where freedom 

and self-expression thrived.  

Let me consider part of the song as quoted and translated by Dr. Arthur. 

…“Filipu, Koinange, Kinyanjui, Josia (Each mentioned in turn) 

Aromakoguo 

Nio matwarithirie Munene wa Nyacing‟a 

(tondu) Nyacing‟a ituire Kahawa-ini”…
785

 

 

“Filipu, Koinange, Kinyanjui, Josia”, according to Arthur refers to the names of the 

four Gĩkũyũ colonial chiefs serving part of the Gĩkũyũ country in Kĩambu district.
786

 

From this verse we see an empowered group of women who fearlessly questioned the 

colonial authority. The Agĩkũyũ held the chiefs responsible for the deportation of 

Harry Thuku. “Aromakoguo” which in Gĩkũyũ prose should read “aromaka uguo” is 
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translated “let him be surprised or be afraid”. By using the singular form “aro” (let 

him) the verse holds individual chiefs accountable. The idea is further backed by “nio 

matwarithirie” which translate as “it is they who have caused to be taken away.”
787

 In 

addition, the Gĩkũyũ tense “ro” is mainly used either as a form of blessing or a curse. 

In the song, the sense of the tense as used and as described by Arthur was the same 

one used in “kũroga” (to bewitch), and “would convey the meaning of harm probably 

death; thus its meaning is that these men may die.”
788

 It therefore alludes to the New 

Testament condemnation of Judas whom Thuku used against the chiefs. The singers 

did not mention Harry Thuku by name. Instead they refered to him as “Munene wa 

Nyacing‟a” which is translated as “the chief or great one of the girls”.
789

 “Nyacing‟a” 

according to Arthur is the name the girls had given themselves and is used in this 

sense as a collective noun i.e. “these girls”. The logic behind “Munene wa Nyacing‟a” 

was to disguise the political message in the song which had since then been 

proscribed by the colonial government. Finally, “ituire kahawa-ini” is rendered “who 

live in the coffee”.
790

 According to Arthur these two sentences are connected and thus 

can be rendered “because they live in the coffee” or else “who live in the coffee”. 

This line of protest alludes to the labour policy of1920-1921 which forced girls to go 

out and work in the European coffee farms. Thuku was instrumental in getting the 

colonial “new Home orders” which stopped female labour in European coffee farms. 

In the Thuku crisis, the Agĩkũyũ women invaded the public space Kĩharo, to 

immortalise Thuku as a symbol of defiance and independency. He became the 

rallying point that united the Agĩkũyũ in the cause against colonialism as evident in 

the next example.  
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 5.2.2b  Allusion as a Hermeneutical Resource - Gideon Mũgo Kagĩka 

The Thuku crisis reveals also that the Agĩkũyũ proselytes consciously used the 

Bible to innovatively refigure their past and interrupt the discourse of colonialism. For 

example, Gideon Mũgo Kagĩka
791

, using allusion as a hermeneutical resource, wrote 

and printed a Swahili prayer of protest titled “Maombi ya Kumuobea Kiongozi chetu 

Bwana Harry Thuku na Wazee Watuongozae pamoja Nae” (Prayer for our Leader 

Harry Thuku together with other Leading Elders).
792

 The prayer was used at a meeting 

attended by about 25,000 people organised by Christians and non-Christians of Fort 

Hall to seek divine intervention on Thuku‟s behalf.
793

 The prayer read, 

 Harry Thuku our Leader…and his associate elders have been chosen by the 

Almighty God to be our leaders. They have been chosen for us now and not in 

the past, but because it is now that we are feeling the slavery which we did not 

have before the coming of the Europeans to East Africa. Remember too that 

the Lord God was able to rescue the children of Israel from slavery under 

Pharaoh. God has not gone away on a journey and he is not going on one now. 

It is to Him we should pray for he is our master. And we also believe that 

before God there is no difference between whites and blacks; we are all human 

beings – equal in the sight of God. 

Let us remember that Goliath was not able to hurt David even though David 

was only a child. Nor could King Saul do him any harm, because David was 

anointed by our God. Let us remember that the Europeans and we ourselves 

find no shame in praying for our King George; and therefore you should feel 

no shame in praying for our leader and his associates. Read also the following 

passages: Ephesians 6: 18-19; Philippians 4:6-7; Colossians 4:2-3; James 

5:16-17; Ephesians 5:17-18.
794

 

 

In this prayer of protest, the Agĩkũyũ community takes new meaning. The Athomi 

who had by now adapted to the new reality confidently claimed the Christian identity 

as their own. But in this accommodation, rather than sever links with the old Gĩkũyũ, 
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they creatively expanded and even invented a new understanding of their community 

based on their colonial experience and their interaction with the Bible. Therefore, 

there was no difficulty in interpreting the new Agĩkũyũ community in light of the 

Hebrews‟ captivity under the Egyptian Pharaoh. The Agĩkũyũ took the place of the 

vulnerable Israel under the mighty Egypt. The Europeans were equated to Pharaoh, 

Goliath, and King Saul of Israel. Like David who was the anointed of God, they could 

not be harmed by Goliath or King Saul. The God of Israel is acknowledged and 

affirmed as the same God whom the Agĩkũyũ God knew long before the coming of 

the Europeans.  

We also glean from the prayer the oppositional character of the evolving 

Agĩkũyũ hermeneutics. For example, the Pauline understanding of God was 

incorporated to the new definition of God in order to question colonial racial 

stereotyping. Before God there is no difference between whites and blacks. The 

Agĩkũyũ, like all other human beings were equal in the sight of God. Kagĩka‟s 

exhortation to the Agĩkũyũ to be diligent in prayers for the leaders betrays another 

motif. The prayer signals a profound appropriation of mimicry as both “resemblance 

and menace” as Bhabha would put it.
795

 Kagĩka‟s capacity and willingness to adapt to 

the colonial reality, even though aware that that reality was dominated by the 

colonisers, reflects ability to compromise and will to survive. On the one hand, he 

declared that God had ordained Thuku and other elders to lead the Agĩkũyũ out of 

oppression. On the other hand, he unashamedly pointed to the Africans‟ acceptance of 

the British King whom they always prayed for. But even in such an “ironic 

compromise” Kagĩka directed his readers and listeners to scriptural references 

appealing to them not to be ashamed to pray for the Agĩkũyũ leaders whom God had 
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anointed. The idea of mimicry as a hermeneutical tool to elude control found meaning 

in the full blown Agĩkũyũ nationalism expressed in the clitoridectomy crisis.
796

 

5.2.2c  A Hermeneutical Crisis: Clitoridectomy 

Charting one‟s cultural territory, as Edward Said projected, preceded the 

recovery of geographical territory in the process of decolonisation.
797

 However, at the 

heart of the cultural effort to decolonise is one‟s awareness of his or her belonging to 

a subject people.
798

 At the core of the ensuing female circumcision drama was not just 

an assertion of the Agĩkũyũ identity but also an awareness of a suppressed history 

capable of development, growth and maturity. The controversy of clitoridectomy 

clearly marked the awakening of the Agĩkũyũ conscious of themselves as prisoners in 

their own land. In fact, Ndũng‟ũ rightly observed that the controversy “was the 

occasion rather than the cause of the crisis of 1929.”
799

 The crisis also reveals that 

with the translated Gĩkũyũ New Testament securely in the hands of Athomi, 

colonialism could no longer monitor or control interpretation as well as other areas of 

cultural contacts. Instead, interpretation was broadened by the freeing of the Agĩkũyũ 

individual and collective consciousness and imagination as they sought answers to the 

crisis from biblical texts. Interpretation catalysed the re-discovery of the essentials of 

the pre-colonial self. This recovery birthed the Agĩkũyũ nationalism.
800

 I will begin by 

briefly discussing the female controversy before considering the hermeneutical issues 

that Africans considered important. 
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The circumcision issue precipitated into a crisis when the Church of Scotland 

Mission in Gĩkũyũ country issued a memorandum demanding that all of their 

followers and those who wished their children to attend mission schools to pledge that 

they would not in any way practise or support clitoridectomy.
801

 John Arthur, in 

company of several elders from the Kikuyu mission centre, traversed the Gĩkũyũ 

country demanding that all Christians under C.S.M. jurisdiction append their 

kĩrore
802

on the memorandum.
803

 After appending one‟s signature, each Christian was 

expected to make a solemn oath with the right hand upraised vowing never to practise 

clitoridectomy and also declaring his/her separation from the Kikuyu Central 

Association (K.C.A.)
 804

 until that association ceased its anti-church campaign.
805

 By 

including K.C.A. in the clitoridectomy ban, the issue ended up being a test of loyalty 

for African Christians either to the missionaries or to the nationalist cause represented 

by the K.C.A. This is evident in many of the Christians who refused to append their 
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spoken to in a foreign language or it benefits not him is passive as the foreigner dictates the terms of 

their existence.) Representation by foreigners was unacceptable and something practical had to be done 

in order to reverse this situation. Johnstone Kenyatta, “Itwiro ria Athuri Acio Maari Guku” (Report of 

the Hilton Young Commission), Muigwithania wa Andu na Bururi wa Gikuyu, Vol. 1, no. 9 (February 

1929), 15. 
805

 Arthur argued that K.C.A., though guarded in its action and words, was in his opinion “anti-

government, anti-mission, anti-church, and anti-European generally.” See also “The Crisis at Kikuyu” 

in CMS G/3/X/A/5/17. 
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kĩrore even though C.S.M. had been teaching against female mutilation for many 

years before the crisis.
806

  

For example, Dedan Mũgo (C.S.M. teacher and an elder), refused to take the 

oath, insisting that it would be a betrayal of his nation if he took a vow not against the 

female circumcision, but against the K.C.A.
807

 Other elders in Arthur‟s Kirk Session 

refused to append their kĩrore and a great many defiantly said “I shall remain a 

Kikuyu. I shall continue to circumcise”.
808

 Many of the individuals argued that they 

were not willing to allow the ban to separate them from K.C.A. whose influence in 

matters of local politics and welfare was evident.
809

 As a result, the communicants 

and other mission adherents who refused to make public or written denunciation of 

clitoridectomy and any political affiliation with the K.C.A. were excommunicated and 

their children refused entry to Mission schools. Teachers and evangelists lost their 

jobs. Having been cast out, they were depicted as unenlightened and bound to the past 

and as having rejected the enlightened way. Those loyal were honoured and 

considered clear-minded. The opposition climaxed with the Mũthĩrĩgũ
810

 which so 

quickly transformed to become literally the word of the people articulating their 

underlying political feelings.  

                                                 
806
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On their part, missionaries such as Barlow saw the inability of the African 

Christians to stand firm on the issue as coming from “the influence of political 

agitators whose object was to undermine and destroy the authority of the Mission and 

of the Church.”
811

 In Nyeri town, which Marion Stevenson described as “a hotbed of 

political agitation”, Christians who refused to take the oath were accused of following 

blindly the “politically-minded men” who had abandoned all evangelistic effort “and 

were heading straight for a rupture with the Church”.
812

 However, the Church Mission 

Society (C.M.S.) interpreted the crisis differently. It reacted strongly against Arthur‟s 

decision to confront the K.C.A. Hooper accused Arthur of showing himself to be a 

bad judge of the Agĩkũyũ.  According to Hooper, Arthur was attempting to stamp out 

the K.C.A. by an ecclesiastical procedure.
813

 He equated Arthur‟s action as the use of 

“the lever of political repression to secure a moral end” and as mainly vindictive 

against the K.C.A.
814

 The K.C.A had been unequivocal in its opposition against 

Arthur as the representative of “African interest” in the Colonial Legislative 

council.
815

 The K.C.A. leaders were so dissatisfied with Arthur‟s advocacy of 

Agĩkũyũ interests that they decided in 1929 to bypass him and deal directly with the 

Governor as well as the Imperial Secretary of State, leaving Dr. Arthur a bitter 

person.
816

 After this brief summary of the clitoridectomy saga, I propose to draw 

several points.  
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 Reports, 1910-12 and circular letters, Barlow Papers, Gen. 1786/2 1-18, University of Edinburgh. 
812
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816
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The response of the African Christians who are the focus of this chapter was 

varied and at times antagonistic to those who did not support their position. I have 

identified three major responses to the crisis. First, there was the pro-mission group 

which basically agreed with the missionaries‟ judicial approach. They argued that 

according to the Bible the giving of the circumcision as a mark of the covenant was 

for the male only. In addition, they rejected clitoridectomy on the basis of their 

Christian enlightenment and consideration of “the bad customs that are counted as 

sins by the Biblical teachings.”
817

 The group considered itself “a new nation” 

emerging from the old Gĩkũyũ and now completely under “Biblical control” and the 

Gospel.
818

 For this group, Christianity meant a complete break with the past in order 

to build the “new nation” of the Agĩkũyũ.  

The next group was made up of moderates who rejected clitoridectomy but did 

not find it necessary to alienate themselves from the dissenting Agĩkũyũ. For 

example, Silas N. Karimũ, reading from 1 Corinthians 3: 16-17, argued that personal 

responsibility and self-mastery over one‟s body was paramount in helping individuals 

make their decision on the issue.
819

 He argued that since the body belonged to Jesus 

Christ, the Agĩkũyũ Christians were to think carefully about the welfare of the young 

girls who were equally servants of Jesus Christ. Karimũ rejected clitoridectomy 

because of the pain and suffering it inflicted upon the innocent. He equated 

clitoridectomy to ũkombo (slavery) and a shameful practise that humiliated girls.
820

 In 

                                                 
817
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Departed Spirits; Tribal markings or piercing of body (like ears); Polygamy; Witch doctors and their 

business; Charms; Leaving the dead body in the open air; Tribal dances that led both man and woman 

to be under power of lewdness. See “The Opinions of Kyambu Kikuyu Natives on Female 

Circumcision”, 12
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his opinion, the practice could not be morally justified and it was irreconcilable with 

the Christian faith. Wanjirũ wa Kĩnyua
821

 on her part argued that the controversy on 

clitoridectomy was a non-issue since it did not answer to the question of salvation. 

What mattered in her opinion was one‟s relationship with Jesus Christ.
822

 She further 

argued that the matter should be left to the Church for through it God‟s will would be 

known. She saw the controversy as a sideshow and a distraction greatly hampering 

unity which Agĩkũyũ urgently needed. Gideon Mũgo Kagĩka on his part said that the 

reaction of C.S.M. and A.I.M. was unnecessary since clitoridectomy‟s days were 

numbered in the Gĩkũyũ country.
823

 

The third group came to be referred to as Aregi (dissenters) because of their 

opposition to the new loyalty rule. They held that they could not take the oath of 

loyalty since they did not find any biblical justification for the ban on clitoridectomy. 

L. S. B. Leakey, with great clarity, analysed the hermeneutical issues that this group 

raised. The first problem as given by Leakey was in the New Testament Gĩkũyũ 

translation of Mary mother of Jesus (Matthew 1:23, and Luke 1:27) as mũirĩtu which 

in Gĩkũyũ specifically referred to an unmarried girl who had been initiated and 

operated upon.
824

 Leakey noted that many could not understand how “after having 

been taught for years that the Mother of Jesus was Mũirĩtu Mariamu”, the 

missionaries could suddenly turn around and demand that all Christians must give up 

anything to do with clitoridectomy.
825

 Most Agĩkũyũ who read the Gĩkũyũ New 

Testament without anyone exegeting what Virgin Mary referred to found in this 

                                                 
821
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823
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th

 March 1930, Unofficial Papers, CMS/Acc./85/F/5 (part). 
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translation a biblical justification for clitoridectomy. Likewise, in Galatians 6:15 

which reads “For neither circumcision counts for anything, nor uncircumcision, but a 

new creation”, the word used to translated “circumcision” in Gĩkũyũ was I-rua.
826

 The 

term applied to the ceremony of initiation for both sexes. The word in its broadest 

sense included the preparation for initiation, the ceremonies and dances which took 

place during the final few days, and the actual physical operation on the genital 

organs for both boys and girls. In its narrower sense the term refered to the actual 

operation.
827

 The Aregi posed the question that if according to the Bible it did not 

matter whether one practises I-rua or not, why then were they being forced to take the 

oath of loyalty? In the Aregi‟s opinion, the ban was a perversion of true 

Christianity.
828

  

Several hermeneutical issues arise from the discussion above. First, all three 

groups selectively chose biblical texts which they then redacted in order to justify 

their position on clitoridectomy. This kind of approach became the classic way in 

which Agĩkũyũ Christians read and interpreted biblical texts. As common sense 

hermeneuts, Agĩkũyũ proselytes in their encounters with the translated Bible would 

identify specific dimensions of the texts that fitted within their “interpretative interests 

and life interests”. Second, as in the case of Aregi discussed above, anti-colonial 

hermeneutics did not shy from mimicking both Western and biblical ideas which they 

freely hybridised by juxtaposing what they borrowed with the indigenous ideas. They 

would read these ideas through their own interpretative lens and even use them to 

challenge colonial hegemony. Finally, the clitoridectomy crisis became foundational 

in the establishment of hermeneutics that formulated expressions and emotions of 

                                                 
826
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pride and defiance that became the backbone of Gĩkũyũ nationalism. Neither kĩrore 

hostility, nor the colonial church‟s stand on clitoridectomy drove the Aregi away from 

Christianity. Most Aregi still considered themselves Christians, and Christianity 

remained important to them. With their dismissal from mission churches and schools 

as well as their desire to recover or rehabilitate their cultural identity, the Aregi sought 

independency both in religion and education.  

5.2.2d  Independency 

The Church Independent movement in Kenya is a good example of Edward 

Said‟s idea of resistance as an alternative way of conceiving history rather than just 

being merely a reaction to colonialism.
829

 This is not the occasion to give detailed 

historical analyses on the development of Independent hermeneutics and resistance. 

But for the sake of clarity, I will highlight some of the important points that will help 

understand how the movement came to be. The idea of independence as already 

intimated did not start with the Africans. Krapf for example had envisioned an 

African Independent church long before colonialism was a settled case.
830

 In colonial 

Kenya, however, the original motif of independency was not religious. According to 

Rev. Daudi Maina wa Kĩragũ
831

, questioning began because many Agĩkũyũ resented 

mission education.
832

 Younger men desirous of better education argued that religious 

motif should not be the basis of liberal education as missionaries had insisted. 

Parmenas Gĩthendũ
833

 dismissed missionary education as only concerned with ideals 
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that had little practical reference to the problems of the time.
834

 Those who questioned 

mission-based education were the first to break away from the mission-controlled 

schools leading to the establishment of Kikuyu Independent Schools Association 

(K.I.S.A.).
835

 

However, while it is true that independency‟s original purpose was in 

education, its religious importance cannot be underestimated.
836

 Gĩcaru maintained 

that the fundamental principle behind independency was the colonial moral ambiguity 

and contradictions.
837

 He wrote that white Christians preached “Love thy neighbour as 

thyself” but practised “I will ignore Biblical platitudes as to the equality of men…the 

African is fundamentally inferior”.
838

 As a result people were disillusioned and 

discontented.
839

 The ultimate breaking point was precipitated by the Independents 

need for “padres” to baptise their children and perform other religious functions. The 

leaders of Independent schools did not have the knowledge or resources to undertake 

clergy training. Confident that the Anglican Bishop of Mombasa would not deny them 

the right to have “padres”, they requested him to allow them have three men that they 

                                                                                                                                            
Union in East Africa, which was sitting in London.” They departed on 28

th
 April 1931. Even after 

travelling miles across the ocean, the Joint Select Committee could not hear from any more witnesses 

on the East African problems. The committee had listened to nine Africans who were all Government 
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had chosen go to C.M.S.‟s divinity school in Mombasa.
840

 In addition, as the three 

were being prepared for ordination, the Independents wanted the C.M.S. to offer 

temporary services of a minister to baptise until their own men were ready.
841

 

Missionaries on their part pressured the group to state clearly if they desired to join 

the Church of England or form a new Church. But wa Kĩragũ was unequivocal that 

their desire was for independency since their “old European helpers had cast them 

off.”
842

 They preferred to have their church and “wished their candidates, after 

ordination, to be under the control of their own committee, and not of the Bishop, or 

the C.M.S.”
843

  

The Mission Churches flatly rejected the Independents‟ proposal and request. 

The Mission Committee justified their action by arguing that in accepting the 

Independents‟ proposal, missionaries would be going against the spirit of unity. They 

concluded that they would be the last to encourage division while missionaries were 

working hard towards the unity of the Church in order to form one United Church of 

Kenya. Instead, the Mission committee advised them to return to the fold of the 

Mission churches if their plea was to be considered.
844

 The Independents for their part 

interpreted this rejection as dishonourable and failure for the part of the missionaries 

to recognise their part of responsibility to “Mũtũmbi” (our Creator). In their opinion, 

missionaries abandoned their responsibility to God and to the Independents even 

though like Peter in John 21:15-19 they were admonished by Christ to be feeding 
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“tũgondu twa Mwathani” (Lord‟s lambs.)
845

 Instead of following Christ‟s command, 

the Mission churches had abandoned the lambs leaving them at the mercy of the 

scorching sun.
846

  

After the failed attempt to secure assistance in matters of training and 

temporary leadership, the Kikuyu Independent Schools Association and Churches 

turned to the South African Rev. Dr. Daniel William Alexander for help.
847

 

Archbishop Alexander started his “Seminary”
848

 in earnest despite dissent from 

Kikuyu Independent Schools Association (K.I.S.A.) for his unilateral pact
849

 with 

Kikuyu Karĩng‟a
850

 to have an extra student included in the original list of six. The 

arrival of the Archbishop in Kenya was not received kindly by the missionaries. The 

Protestant missionaries also began to falsely allege that the Independents were anti-

Christian.
851

 It was said that Independents were unlike the “bearers of the true Gospel 

light”, since they “had become close accomplices in forwarding the master strategy of 
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the prince of darkness.”
852

 The colonial government in like manner made attempts to 

stall Independents‟ religious activities on the advice of the Missions.
853

  

Nevertheless, the Independents were in no doubt about their identity as 

Christians. They believed that the church that they had formed was part of the Church 

that was formed on the day of the Pentecost. To the group, Pentecost meant all 

“mĩhĩrĩga” (clans or races or people including Africans) of the world, who were 

represented on the day the Spirit came.
854

 The word “Church” which for them meant 

kĩhoero (place of worship) was in existence long before the coming of the 

missionaries. Ngai built his kĩhoero long before the Europeans could put claim to this 

institution because “Ngai ti wa mũhĩrĩga wa Athũngũ” (God does not belong to the 

“clan” of Europeans.)
855

 I am of the opinion, however, that Archbishop Alexander is 

the one who gave shape and form not only to the Independents‟ hermeneutical 

development but also the ideological hope that the Independent Schools and Churches 

as part of the Agĩkũyũ nationalistic movement so much needed.
856

 In order to 

appreciate the role that Alexander played under very difficult, almost insurmountable 

circumstances, it is important to consider his hermeneutical and theological 

understanding of mission.  

In the first place, Archbishop Alexander‟s hermeneutics was geared towards a 

new way of conceiving history and Christian mission. Alexander who was formally 

trained in the Anglican Church in South Africa resigned in 1914. On October 6
th

 1924 

he organised the African Orthodox Church in South Africa and was consecrated its 
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Bishop in Boston by the Right Rev. George Alexander McGuire.
857

 Of his 

consecration he wrote,  

it has of times been written in books dealing with the subject of Churches not 

under the direct supervision of White people that, we who have organised 

spiritual work amongst our people, are men who have broken away from some 

European Church through being disciplined for some breach of Church law, 

and taken away some of the adherents.
858

  

 

In defence of his action, he wrote that he had organised the African Orthodox Church 

in South Africa because of “the unchristian spirit” exhibited in many so-called 

Christian Churches, restricting Christians of African descent to inferior positions in 

the Church of God, and segregating them into separate congregations because of 

colour. He declared that “ALL men should spiritually be free to serve God to the 

utmost of the individual‟s ability.”
859

 This understanding motivated him to travel to 

Kenya even though he had no knowledge of the language of the people and knew 

little of their mode of life. With the confidence that the inhabitants of Kenya were 

Africans he accepted the invitation. 

Secondly, his hermeneutics alluded to Pan-Africanism
860

 and the black 

consciousness.
861

 In a sermon titled “the Harvest is Great: But Labourers are few – 

The Problem of Africa”
 862

 the Archbishop wrote that fulfilling the command “Go into 

all the world and preach the Gospel to all Nations, teach them” was not the 
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prerogative of the whites. In his opinion Africans too had received “the benefit of the 

command” and were as well responsible “for the uplift of our brethren just as the 

Whiteman.” He posed, “has not St. Paul said, „and how shall they preach unless they 

be sent? Neither doth any man take the honour to himself; but he that is called of God 

as person.”
863

 The “grace of vocation” to the Archbishop was the new thought given 

by God to inspire black people with greater zeal to labour among “those unknown 

brothers for whom they will in future be responsible.”
864

 Thus enlightened and 

inflamed, the Africans like himself, had received power as the early church on the day 

of Pentecost. They were free and proud of the new being that they had become.  

Because of the shared experience of oppression all people of African descent 

needed to come together to fulfil Patriarch McGuire‟s vision of “a Catholic Church 

governed by Africans for Africans the world over, and especially in the 

motherland.”
865

 According to Alexander, before 1921, none among the Africans had 

ventured to form a part of “the Catholic Church for his Race” since they had not 

received “valid orders because the Episcopate was fast bound with fetters of iron”.
866

 

This changed, however, with the Patriarch‟s success as “the first of his Race” to bring 

“to the view of the African a new perspective of his right to govern himself 

spiritually.”
867

  

Another aspect of his hermeneutical commitment focused on racial 

stereotyping.
868

 Just like in Kenya, he felt the South Africans who gave their 

“supreme Sacrifice” by giving the “most precious gift that they had, their lives” for 

the sake of the world humanity, their sacrifice did not stop “avarice and distrust” 
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against the “coloured folk” as “a despised Race”.
869

 But by their deeds of heroism 

Africans like the rest of the soldiers left “on the pages of history however meagre it 

may be an imperishable record which their country dare not ignore” so noble, so loyal 

and so honourable.
870

 I cannot imagine the Archbishop interacting with the Agĩkũyũ 

without revisiting the issue which had remained in their mind since the days of 

Thuku.
871

 Alexander saw it as immoral for the Europeans to refuse to embrace a 

system of mutual trust and understanding and accept that the Africans were part of the 

inhabitants of the earth.
872

 He demanded that the African be given equal opportunity 

for self-realisation based not on the colour of the skin but on their capacity as human 

beings.
873

 He added, “God made all men in His image…We can all be brothers in 

Christ, without being brothers-in-law.”
874

  

It is with that sort of thinking that, after a year and half in training, six 

Agĩkũyũ were ordained by the Archbishop Alexander.
875

 The ordination brought with 

it the first focused attempt to organise and restructure the Independent movement as a 

Church starting with the convention held on September 3
rd

 1937 at Ngangarĩithi, in 

Nyeri.
876

 This was followed by a declaration of independence from European control 

both in education and religious work.
877

 The Independent Church of Gakarara under 

the leadership of the Rev. Daudi Maina wa Kĩragũ became a mission Church. From 
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then on, wa Kĩragũ started ordaining his own ministers, and establishing churches in 

Central Province, the Rift Valley, Nairobi and Mombasa.
878

  

5.2.2e  Mũiguithania: Jomo Kenyatta and Agĩkũyũ Nationalism 

The other individual who in my opinion was equally pivotal in shaping the 

thinking of the dissenting Agĩkũyũ was Jomo Kenyatta. As intimated earlier, the 

emerging elites like Kenyatta were never able to transform the Gĩkũyũ nationalism 

beyond ethnic provincialism which was the result of a separatist and even chauvinist 

conception of a nation. Kenyatta‟s hermeneutics was equally elitist envisioning 

assimilation as the best path to the colonial economic and political progress. 

Nonetheless, Kenyatta did articulate what Said refers to as the “restorative vision” of 

a community suffering from the humiliating shackles of colonialism.
879

  

The hermeneutical commitments that I address in this section (in part 

represented by Kenyatta) can be gleaned in a newsletter titled Mũiguithania. Through 

Mũiguithania, we experience the power of Athomi‟s appropriation of the written word 

to augment their oral literature in their hermeneutical awakening. Indeed, the 

publication of the complete Gĩkũyũ New Testament augmented an already established 

tradition of writing in form of newsletters, pamphlets as well as letters expressing the 

evolving Athomi‟s religious, cultural as well as political opinions.
880

 Mũiguithania 

was a newsletter written in Gĩkũyũ which Kenyatta together with other members of 

K.C.A. launched.
881

 The term Mũiguithania conjures up the Gĩkũyũ image of a 
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mediator or unifier and the biblical image of Jesus as the Mediator. Rev. A. W. 

McGregor (C.M.S.) the earliest Protestant missionary to start collecting Gĩkũyũ words 

entered the term “mugwithania” for “mediator” and “kuigwithania” in reference to 

“mediate, to” in his published English-Kikuyu Vocabulary.
882

 The term was also used 

in several instances in the earliest Gĩkũyũ New Testament to translate Jesus Christ as 

the “mediator” (Mũiguithania) and “mediate” (iguithania). These examples can be 

found in Galatians 3:19, 20; 1Timothy 2:5; and Hebrews 8:6, 9:15, 2:24.
883

 According 

to Barlow, the term “mũigwithania” could refer to either “Newsbearer” or “Unifier” 

(he who brings harmony, unity, agreement.)
884

  

Kenyatta defined “Muigwithania” as “muhunjia wa kuhunjiria andu a bururi 

wa Agikuyu maundu ma buriri wao, na gutetera ndereti iria njagiruru” i.e., preacher 

to the nation of Agĩkũyũ about affairs of their land (country), and advocates for just 

causes (or acceptable models/methods/modes of agitation.
885

 By using Mũiguithania 

and equating it to the Christian use of Mũhunjia (the “sent” one), Kenyatta subverted 

the meaning of Mũhunjia. In actual fact he robbed the missionaries‟ exclusive claim 

to this office and applied it to serve as the source and path of knowledge and news.
886

 

Kagĩka developed further Kenyatta‟s hermeneutical position by radically connecting 

the Gĩkũyũ “unifier” to the archetype “Mũiguithania ũrĩa mũnene” (the great 

Mediator) who is Jesus Christ.
887

 He argued that it was in the cause of unity that the 
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Son of God came into the world to save Agĩkũyũ as recorded in Hebrews 12:24 and 

9:15.
888

 This interpretation made Barlow conclude that the object of Mũiguithania‟s 

publication was to unify Agĩkũyũ.
889

  

Launching of Mũiguithania was a symbolic gesture reminding Africans that 

they had every right to “free development and expression”. The issues discussed in 

the newsletter revolved around the themes such as virtues of hard work, unity, 

wisdom, moral uprightness, and self-control and self-mastery as given in Proverbs 

6:9; 19:15; 16:31; 16:19.
890

 Mũiguithania is replete with Gĩkũyũ proverbs, poetry and 

stories that Kenyatta and others used as hermeneutical resources which offered the 

impetus needed to bring the community together. Kenyatta, in particular, took every 

opportunity to prod his contemporaries to embrace unity, hard work, diligence, self-

worth and accountability.
891

 For example, in order to inculcate moral and ethical 

appropriateness of unity Kenyatta repeatedly used a Gĩkũyũ proverb “Urutagwo 

Mwiruti” i.e. work is accomplished by self-help or learning is best acquired when one 

teaches himself. The proverb served as a commentary as well as a viable tool to 

communicate the appropriateness of “ũiguano” (unity or togetherness).
892

  

In the ongoing debate on Mũiguithania, the issue of land also became the 

rallying point for unity. Kenyatta and others drew illumination from the religious 

phenomenology of the Biblical world in order to expand the quest for and the 

restoration of their geographical identity.
893

 Using overtly biblical language, Kenyatta 

reminded the community that land was an immemorial inheritance.
894

 The community 
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had received this inheritance from the old Gĩkũyũ Mũgai (Divider, benefactor or 

creator) whose name by now had been modified to refer to the Christian “Mwathani 

Ngai witu” (our Lord God).
895

 Through the land, it was argued, the Agĩkũyũ kept 

contact with ancestral spirits (who lay buried in and nursed by the soil) and on which 

they wholly depended for the satisfaction of their material needs of life, spiritual and 

mental contentment. As such, the land was the most sacred thing and any biding oath 

had to be sworn by it.
896

 In addition since God the creator gave and named the land as 

the “Bururi wa Gikuyu” (Gĩkũyũ Country or nation) and making the Agĩkũyũ the 

bona fide owners of the land, the community had the moral authority to demand it 

back from the Europeans.
897

 The “bururi” (nation/country) was also considered 

greater and more important than the individual.
898

 For this reason Africans had no 

reason to be apathetic or half-hearted in the call to serve the cause for fighting for land 

rights.
899

 The Agĩkũyũ leaders invoked the curse of Ahab to remind and warn that 

even the strongest colonists, however powerful, who wished to continue to take away 

ithaka (land), could not escape God‟s judgement as with Ahab when he took away 

Naboth‟s vineyard.
900

 The aim of this hermeneutic strategy was to reclaim, rename 

and eventually re-inhabit the land. 

We also witness the creation of new myths that not only served to establish 

authenticity to the reclamation of geographical identity but also to subvert the idea of 

a nation as provided in colonial history. In the process of myth-making, commentators 

used allusion in order to establish link between the Agĩkũyũ and biblical figures. 
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Allusion mainly served to counter religious and denominational rivalry that bogged 

down the community leaving the “Ageni” (foreigners) or “Oki” (new comers) to take 

advantage of the rivalry. Such was the case with those who had accepted the colonial 

discourse that the K.C.A. and its leadership were “aremi” (insubordinates or 

disobedient or stubborn), “etei” (boastful) and “Ibuku riao niria maheni” (their book 

or newsletter glories in lies).
901

 In Job Mũchuchu‟s rebuttal, those who were  falsely 

accused were exhorted to take courage in Joseph of the Bible who though wrongly 

accused by Pharaoh‟s wife and thrown into prison, did not stop from doing just and 

good deeds. Mũchuchu urged them to remember that because of Joseph‟s 

perseverance, Pharaoh took him out of prison and made him a leader who later 

delivered his own kinsmen from famine. If they ignored their accusers and work 

diligently from their good works would precede praise in the same manner Joseph 

was praised by his race.
902

 Daudi G. Ndegwa on his part challenged the Athomi to 

remember the words of James 4:17 “to him that knoweth to do good and doeth it not, 

to him it is a sin.”
903

 These words were combined with John 3:20-21; 1 Thessalonians 

5:16-22; and Ephesians 4:2-3. To reinforce the new found metaphysical connection 

with biblical narratives the Gĩkũyũ proverbs such as “ita itari ndundu ihuragwo na 

njuguma imwe” (for the raiding party/army which does not take council together is 

overcome with a single knobkerrie) and “Ngari ihitagwo ni mundu naa muru wa 

nyina” (a leopard is brought to bay by a man and his brother) were used.
904

  

Kenyatta also, through allusion, used the Bible to link the K.C.A to the more 

congenial Gĩkũyũ national origin. Basing his argument on Galatians 6:2, the vow to 
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“pray and work”, Kenyatta maintained that the Kikuyu Central Association was 

committed to the Christian virtues of prayer and hard work in order to fight for the 

welfare of the Agĩkũyũ. Using the parable of a field covered with weed and “chong‟e” 

(a kind of weed with prickly seeds and encroaching couch-grass), Kenyatta appealed 

to those with “tohio twa irema; na hio ciaitugota,…geka na rurenda” (little 

cultivating knives, and bush clearing knives and fire sticks) so that they could till, 

shake out and burn rubbish in order to clear the field of unity for the seed (Gĩkũyũ 

nation) to flourish.
905

 Kenyatta appealed to the community leaders
906

 to do as Moses 

did when he saw that the people of his nation were being mistreated for they lacked a 

leader.
907

 Moses chose wise leaders from among his people.
908

  

In Kenyatta‟s opinion, best leadership would rouse the country into “ũthingu” 

(righteousness or goodness.)
909

 However, in order for this to happen, he argued that 

well educated Africans were urgently needed.
910

 Colonial changes demanded that 

people acquire wealth through “uugi na uhoreri” (Knowledge/wisdom and 

gentleness/peaceful ways.)
911

 In his “Marebeta ma Muigwithania”
912

 (another 

powerful hermeneutical resource), Kenyatta urged that appropriate mental foundation 

would be the source of good deeds, strong will, and moral uprightness.
913

 Daudi G. 

Ndegwa responding to Kenyatta‟s exhortation pointed his readers to John 15:13-14, 
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Genesis 4:4-12 and Matthew 27:3-5 so that they could remember that “ũrimũ 

(foolishness or ignorance), ũgũta (laziness), ũthayo (sloth), envy and conceit would 

not be healthy for the growth of the nation.
914

 

We also witness another opposition character of Mũigwithania‟s 

hermeneutics. Despite the essentialist tendencies in the Athomi‟s interpretation, their 

interpretation of a nation is based on a cultural construct that enabled the Agĩkũyũ as 

a colonised community to assert their autonomy.
915

 A case in point is the debate in 

Mũigwithania concerning adoption of European names at the expense of African 

names.
916

 Kenyatta pointed his readers to Hebrews 11:24-25 which portrays Moses as 

having refused to be called the son of Pharaoh‟s daughter.
917

 He interpreted Moses‟ 

refusal as motivated by the desire to save his nation and people. In the same manner 

Gĩkũyũ as a nation would survive and be extolled among other nations if all realised 

the importance of culture, language, and moral values.
918

 Taking Kenyatta‟s cue, S. 

Njũgũna who was gravely concerned that the community was losing their old ways of 

speech warned that their speech or way of expression may “guthii na miriini ya 

mikongoe” i.e. lest they become lost in the “bowels of the earth {lit., go down to the 

roots of the mythical “mikongoe” trees}.)
919

 In his opinion language was as important 

as the new mode of worship introduced in the country.  

Perhaps the most important of all the discussions, is Kagĩka‟s interpretation of 

the meaning of the Church and his assertion that the Mũiguithania was better 
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qualified to unify, inform and enlighten readers among the Kanitha (Church) and 

K.C.A.
920

 In his discussion, he legitimised the members of K.C.A as members of 

Kanitha wa Gĩkũyũ (Church of the Gĩkũyũ) who had equally received the gospel of 

Jesus.
921

 He saw K.C.A. as a child belonging to the church of Jesus Christ.
922

 Since 

they were part of the Christian Church, K.C.A according to Kagĩka was not 

established to stultify or vitiate the work of the Christian churches.  

Secondly, motivated by God‟s love, K.C.A. had endeavoured to offer 

education to all in Gĩkũyũ Country just as the mission church had done. Kanitha was 

seen as Kiugũ kia Ng‟ombe (Cattle Boma) in which case Ng‟ombe (cattle) represented 

Gĩkũyũ.
923

 Kanitha was a boma thĩĩnĩ wa mwĩrĩ wa Kristo Jesũ (in the body of Christ 

Jesus.)
924

 Paraphrasing Paul in Ephesians 5:29, 33 and 1 Corinthians 12:14-28, 

Kagĩka postulated that there is no person who hates parts of his body. On the contrary 

he gives the members food that they may suffice and be healthy that they be able to 

do good works without envy or malice. In radical interpretation of the texts quoted 

above Kagĩka concluded that Kanitha nĩ mwĩrĩ wothe na Gĩkũyũ nĩ kĩĩga gĩa Kanitha 

wa Kristo (The Church is the whole body, and Gĩkũyũ community was a member of 

the Church of Christ).
925

 Unity was paramount in order for the proper functioning of 

Gĩkũyũ community. This could only be possible if they repented and return to their 

father, Gĩkũyũ; not as traditionalists but as Christians. The repentance and return was 

compared to the “kahee” (boy) who repented before his father and the father received 

                                                 
920

 See G. H. Mũgo Kagĩka letter to the editor in titled “Kwonia Kihoto”, Muigwithania, Vol. II no. 1 

(June 1929), 7-8. 
921

 Ibid. 
922

 Undated letter Gideon Mugo Kagika to Hooper, in Rev. H. D. Hooper letters in Kikuyu 1925 -31, 

Unofficial Papers, CMS/Acc./85/F/5 (part). 
923

 Kagĩka, “Kwonia Kihoto”, 7. 
924

 Ibid. 
925

 Kagĩka, “Kwonia Kihoto”, 7. 



[220] 

 

him back with great joy (Luka 15:11-18.)
926

 On this understanding Agĩkũyũ ought 

also to remember that “kinya kiri itina nikio kiigaga” (the gourd with a bottom is able 

to stand up of itself).
927

 

5.3  Conclusion 

The common sense hermeneutics articulated in this chapter encapsulate many 

of the qualities of postcolonial theory. In the first place it challenged the colonial 

position that only tutored or civilised mind could conceptually read and engage in 

meaningful hermeneutics. It shows that ordinary readers can also engage in 

meaningful and liberating hermeneutics. Related to this point is the use of ordinary 

and cultural tools as well as allusions as valid methods of interpretations. By invoking 

complex cultural codes through proverbs, marebeta and homilies, Africans were able 

to articulate their vision, contradictions and ambivalence of the colonial situation. 

These forms carried with them political messages, economic terms as well moral 

requirements in order to overcome the challenges the community faced. Mũiguithania 

in particular stood on the contested space between the colonial interpretation of 

orthodox gnosis, and the African traditional responses and resistance to colonial 

epistemology. Mũiguithania provided forms of identification to which many could 

spontaneously respond. Its hermeneutics infused both traditional and western 

elements. The hybridity which missionaries dismissed as syncreticism became a 

distinctive mark of the evolving hermeneutics.
928

  

                                                 
926
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927
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The hermeneutics of anti-colonial nationalism, to follow Loomba, was more 

than mere imitation of the West.
929

 It attempted to create its own domain within the 

colonial society. The Agĩkũyũ as the hardest hit community by the impact of the new 

culture in colonial Kenya had to adjust and seek adequate ground on which to stand. 

While colonialism was squarely responsible for inventing the “nation” of Kenya and 

therefore staking its claim to the material sphere of the economy, statecraft, science 

and technology, the Agĩkũyũ nationalism claimed control of the spiritual and inner 

domain of culture with the ultimate goal of regain control of the physical space. 

Through the language of African theatre, the dissenting Agĩkũyũ created alternative 

hermeneutical notion of liberty, freedom and human dignity. Their common sense 

hermeneutics helped them regain their belief in themselves giving voice to the 

people‟s collective identity and history. 

However, the inability for the common sense hermeneutics to move beyond 

the essentials of the Gĩkũyũ nationalism exposed it to nativism which in essence as 

Anthony Appiah has ably argued is derivative of the discourse of colonialism.
930

 The 

Gĩkũyũ nationalism led to frozen rigidity which pushed out the white colonialists only 

to replace them with African elites who replicated the old colonial order. In fact, 

Kenyatta‟s colonial struggles become mere political rhetoric when juxtaposed with 

post-colonial economic disparities and social injustices that engulfed the newly 

independent Kenya. This example serves as a warning to any provincial reading of the 

Bible that ends up promoting nativism. This kind of provincialism made the likes of 

Kenyatta acquiescent in humiliating and oppressive indigenous cultural elements such 
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as clitoridectomy and other misogynistic tendencies.
931

 It equally upheld separatist 

binary opposition. While nativism through the common sense hermeneutics offered an 

alternative way of viewing history, it was not the only alternative. Other individuals 

such as Bildad Kaggia offered yet another hermeneutical alternative which is the 

concern for the next chapter. 

  

                                                 
931
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CHAPTER 6: RESISTANCE AS A DISCURSIVE PRACTICE 

“Better to dwell in Freedoms Hall, with a cold, damp floor, and a mouldering wall. 

Than bow the head and bend the knee, 

In the proudest Palace of Slavery.”
932

 

6.1  Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I have shown how through interpretation, the Bible 

was expected by European missionaries to act upon indigenous culture, morals and 

social life. In this sense the encounter between the Bible and Africans was supposed 

to move only in one direction. In such an encounter the Bible remained the subject 

while the Africans were the object. But I have also shown that the process did not 

work as planned. After accepting the Bible as the Word of God, the Africans in their 

own ways began interpreting and constructing meanings of the Bible. Africans were 

no longer acted upon but they emerged as actors in their interpretative efforts. The 

Bible, rather than remain the subject, became the object upon which Africans acted. In 

this chapter, I expand the latter idea to include what has been identified in 

postcolonial biblical studies as subversive readings.
933

 As part of the “oppositional 

category”
934

, individuals in this group rejected mission-oriented biblical perspectives 

and interpretations. They not only negotiated with the Bible but they also relativised it 

and modified it with astounding creativity. From their positions of subordination and 

weakness, these individuals self-consciously re-read and reinterpreted the Bible in 

order to establish their own meaning(s).  

  

                                                 
932

 Quoted by Archbishop Daniel William Alexander of the African Orthodox Church in South Africa 
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6.2  Subversive Readings 

Bildad Kaggia whom we have already encountered epitomised this category. I 

will also discuss the role of the Arathi also called Akũrinũ in the new discursive 

practise. The Arathi claimed to have received esoteric knowledge that empowered 

them to read and interpret the Bible even though most of them were illiterate or semi-

illiterate. The final part of the chapter will analyse the radical reading by those who 

participated in the organisation and the execution of the Mau-Mau uprising. 

Individuals in this category, with uncanny creativity, used the Bible to produce 

subversive literature that ignored conventional Christian interpretative rules and 

worldviews. By raising the Mau-Mau use of the Bible, I am trying to bring to the table 

other areas of interactions that conventional biblical hermeneutics would not accept as 

valid. Consequently, I argue that in postcolonial Africa such interactions cannot be 

wished away but that further research is needed. 

6.2.1a  Bildad Kaggia: Demystification of the “Ũhoro wa Ngai” 

Bildad Kaggia‟s hermeneutics represents radical and revolutionary resistance 

that sought complete breakaway from colonial hermeneutics. Through Kaggia, we are 

able to see in a very clear way, that travel outside the confines of the missionary-

controlled environment opened up new ways of engaging with the Bible that had not 

been experienced before. Unlike the Independents as well as the first generation 

Athomi, Kaggia went beyond the ideological legacy of missionary forms of 

colonialism and Christianity. Three things made Kaggia different from all others that I 

have discussed so far. First, he took the Bible seriously and he struggled with the 

apparent discrepancies that he encountered as he read the Bible. Second, Kaggia 

directed his interpretation to the ordinary poor rural dwellers and exploited city 

workers while seeking to dislodge colonial hermeneutics. Third, he read the text in a 
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way that unsettled the “orthodox” approach to the Bible. I have identified four main 

methods that Kaggia employed in his encounter with the Bible. These methods cannot 

be separated from each other but for the sake of clarity, I have chosen to deal with 

them separately.  

In the first place, as a young student, Kaggia would, to the embarrassment and 

irritation of his teachers, corner them with hermeneutical as well as exegetical 

questions that none was willing to answer. At a time when the Bible was a given and 

none was expected to question its claim, Kaggia, with unsettling clarity wrote, 

I was interested in religious studies, especially in the Old Testament. My study 

of the Old Testament raised many questions in my mind…For example, the 

book of Genesis relates the story of Cain‟s sin and punishment. Adam had 

only two sons, Cain and Abel, it says. Cain slew his brother Abel and as a 

result he was cast out „from the presence of the Lord‟ and went to live in the 

land of Nod on the east of Eden. There he took a wife and bore children…If 

Adam was the first man on earth, then at the time of Cain‟s expulsion from 

Eden, there must have been only Adam and Eve and their two sons on the 

whole of the earth. How then could Cain get a wife in the land of Nod? Either 

there were other people before Adam, or it is not true that Cain married when 

he went to live at Nod.
935

 

 

Kaggia was asking a question which any critical seminarian student would ask. 

However Kaggia had not heard about Julius Wellhausen‟s documentary theory, and 

hence the question was asked by a supposedly untutored mind.
936

 Since Kaggia‟s 

teachers could not give answers to his questions, they either told him to shut up or to 

go read his Bible well. When the matter was reported to the school committee made 

up of a Church minister and elders, the committee recommended his expulsion from 

the school. It was only the pleading of his English teacher that saved him but not 

without a strict warning to “mend” his ways.
937

 He was also reminded that the Bible 

was to be accepted as it is without any question or criticism. This experience scared 

                                                 
935
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937
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him. After a year in submissive resignation, he lost interest in Bible lessons and 

concentrated on other subjects.  

Kaggia had begun wading through uncharted waters, where the Bible as a 

literary text was for the first time in Gĩkũyũ country (and possibly in Kenya) put into 

serious questioning. In questioning textual discrepancies, Kaggia problematised the 

Bible in a way that anticipated later African biblical scholars such as Mosala and 

Mofokeng who argue that the Bible in Africa has served as both “a problem and a 

solution”.
938

 In this sense, his probing anticipated the postcolonial challenges where 

the oppression and victimisation of the Africans was not just coming from the 

ideologies of those who interpreted the texts but also ideologies intrinsic to the 

Bible.
939

 Later in his life, Kaggia‟s two trips to Jerusalem while serving as a soldier 

during the Second World War totally transformed his perspective on the Bible.
940

 

Conversation with an official of the museum in Jerusalem discussed in chapter four 

planted enough hermeneutical suspicion that left him less enthusiastic about the Bible. 

The knowledge that the Bible as it currently stood was the work of “scholars” and that 

the original text is not known apart from fragments was mindboggling.
941

 It left him 

with less conviction about the truth he had gone to Jerusalem to learn about.
942

 With 

his enthusiasm gone, his focus shifted elsewhere. From then on, he immersed himself 

in studying through correspondence, journalism, trade unionism and political science.  

The second way in which Kaggia used the Bible was to engage it with his 

experience within the ecclesiastical context. Several years after his school experience 

                                                 
938
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940
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Kaggia‟s interest in the Bible was rekindled when a group of Ugandan revivalists 

visited his school to preach. The Ugandans seemed not to be as submissive to 

authority as their Kenyan counterparts.
943

 The revivalists did not shy away from 

criticising teachings of the Anglican Church an anathema in Kaggia‟s CMS backyard. 

Through them, Kaggia also learnt that being a member of a church, or being baptised 

or even confirmed by the bishop whom they all feared was not enough. The 

revivalists dared say also that to be a bishop or a pastor did not necessarily make one 

a Christian. When the Ugandans left, Kaggia resumed his Bible studies but kept his 

questions to himself. Though he could not raise questions in the classroom, he could 

do so in the “Sunday afternoon open-air assemblies”. Nonetheless, his difficulties 

with the passage previously discussed were never resolved. The “new Rwanda 

group”
944

 could not provide answers either.
945

 But after his encounter with the 

Ugandan group, Kaggia began using the Bible to question the Mission Societies‟ 

claim to authoritative interpretation of the Bible, the Church doctrines and 

disciplinary rules.  

He challenged what he came to refer to as “churchism” in the form of racial 

discrimination in the church and catechetical requirements for Africans before 

baptism. Kaggia based his objection to catechetical requirements on Paul‟s teachings 

that people should be baptised after believing and not after passing examinations as 

demanded by the mission churches.
946

 Using Hebrews 12:1 „Wherefore seeing we 

also are compassed about with so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every 

weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the race 

                                                 
943
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that is set before us‟; Kaggia attacked „churchism‟ as false Christianity.
947

 He 

identified “churchism” with the “weight” and “sin” which the Hebrew writer talked 

about.  

Kaggia‟s position on “churchism” later received a boost from workers in 

Newcastle and the free expressions of non-conformist Assemblies of God with whom 

he associated during his stay in England.
948

 The Assemblies of God derided 

established church formality. They believed that clergymen were not necessarily 

godly or holy. Kaggia also became consciously aware of the many Christian 

movements and denominations which practiced Christianity differently from what 

Africans had been taught in Kenya.
949

 In Kaggia‟s estimation, this knowledge and 

experience not only shattered his Christian innocence but also sharpened his capacity 

to distinguish scriptural authority and missionaries‟ doctrinal influence. He confessed 

that it was in England that he realised that many of the practices in the Christian 

churches in Kenya had no biblical support.
950

 In this encounter, we witness 

ambivalence in the way Kaggia used the Bible. On the one hand, Kaggia seems to 

question the Bible‟s message as well as its authorial claim. On the other, he embraced 

it as long as it was useful in attacking and challenging missionaries‟ interpretations. 

As we shall see below, the ambivalent engagement with the Bible became 

foundational as Africans negotiated with it. 

Kaggia‟s hermeneutics became more radical and aimed at attacking mission-

oriented Christianity.
951

 He assumed a new role in which, as he put it,  

before converting people to my kind of Christianity, the objective of myself 

and my followers was to destroy the hypocritical „synagogue Christianity‟ of 
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the established church. We compared the clergy and the whole hierarchy of 

the „mzungu church‟ to the Pharisees of old, those who outwardly professed 

godliness but were ungodly inside. Like Jesus, I changed the emphasis from 

„converting the heathen‟ to „demolishing the citadel of ungodly formality and 

hypocrisy‟.
952

  

 

 The Bishop and the clergy, in Kaggia‟s estimation, were not God‟s servants and their 

hands were defiled. Consequently their sacraments were unholy and unacceptable like 

Cain‟s sacrifice.
953

 He summarised his mission goal as that of breaking the missionary 

influence. The foreign church had to be destroyed and  

the new way of life must be African, where Africans can stand on their rights, 

where they cannot be discriminated against…I wanted to demonstrate that an 

African was not inferior to a European in any way, that our capabilities 

equalled those of Europeans. Liberation of the mind was to pave way for 

liberation from colonial government.
954

  

 

He felt that a people-driven ministry was the best option for Kenyans.
955

 

Kaggia insisted that mission-oriented education was a colonial government arm for 

recruiting labour. It aimed at turning Africans into “obedient servants of the white 

government.”
956

 Kaggia also thought that God needed to be liberated because,  

The greatest bondage the African suffers is the mzungu‟s religion, I decided. 

Africans must be liberated from foreign religious beliefs before they could 

accept new ideas about the injustices of British Administration, and before 

they could think of removing those injustices. For the present God was on the 

side of the colonialists as the whole church preached against the African way 

of life. God had to be brought to our side. The African had to understand that 

God supported our cause and the mzungu was in the wrong.
957

  

 

He returned to Africa after the war to convert Africans from the mzungu‟s religion. To 

this end, Kaggia made the decision to leave the Anglican Church.
958

 After the rupture, 

                                                 
952

 Roots of Freedom 1921-1963, 1975, 70. 
953

 Opcit, Roots of Freedom 1921-1963, 70 and 72. 
954

 Ibid, pp.73-74. 
955

 To set an example, Kaggia officiated his own wedding on 12 January 1947 which was quite 

unconventional and not presided over by a priest or pastor. 
956

 Ibid., 47. 
957

 Ibid, 56. 
958

 This was in 1946, the same year Kenyatta returned from England. 



[230] 

 

he used people‟s “houses and market places” as his “church”.
959

 He started his own 

Christian crusade which came to be referred to as Dini ya Kaggia (Kaggia‟s sect).
960

 

Kaggia‟s radical interpretation and application of the scriptures led him into a 

collision course with the missionaries and the government.
961

  

The third way in which Kaggia uniquely engaged with the Bible is evident in 

the way he processed and interpreted the Bible in light of his experience within the 

colonial socio-political context. This processing and interpretation is evident in his 

court testimony at the Kapenguria court of law.
962

 When asked by the magistrate, how 

he could reconcile his religious convictions with his position in politics, Kaggia 

replied that “Jesus Christ himself was always fighting for the rights of his people by 

every peaceful means or way and he stood for the rights of human kind and as a 

Christian I stand for the rights of my people.”
963

 Kaggia said that he could not accept 

missionaries‟ teaching that powers and government were ordained by God. He said 

that he abhorred biblical teachings that made Africans to look upon any disobedience 

or revolt against the white government as sin against God.
964

 He elaborated that his 

political activities were informed by Jesus Christ and Mahatma Gandhi whom he 

considered as the two very good examples of Christianity.
965

 

                                                 
959
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In another instance, the magistrate sought for clarification from Kaggia‟s 

statement that “Jesus Christ himself was always fighting for the rights of his people in 

every peaceful means or way and he stood for the rights of human kind.” The 

magistrate wanted to know where in the scriptures Kaggia got authority for “rights of 

human kind”.
966

 Kaggia replied that he got his scriptural authority from the fact that,  

Whatever [Jesus] believed or knew was right, he stood on that and would not 

be shaken. His disciples took his example. What they knew was right they did. 

For instance He believed it was the right of mankind to worship in the way 

they like, but it was forbidden in some cases, but he stood on that and 

preached as His right and the right of human kind.
967

 

 

Having not been satisfied by Kaggia‟s reply, the magistrate prodded “Don‟t you think 

he also pointed out the duties of humanity as well?” the magistrate continued: “I put it 

to you that Jesus Christ stood more for the duties of humanity and human kind. He 

advocated and pointed out the duties of mankind rather than telling them what their 

rights are.” Kaggia emphatically replied that Jesus stood for both: duties and rights.
968

 

This exchange reveals several things. First, Kaggia like many other Kenyans 

of his time had grown quite confident in what they believed and no intimidation could 

destroy that self-confidence. Secondly, Kaggia‟s hermeneutical skills had 

tremendously improved. He embraced Jesus Christ as revealed in the text but also 

interpreted Christ‟s teaching in light of his African experience. While the magistrate 

wanted to impose upon Kaggia Jesus who was only concerned about morality and 

human responsibility, Kaggia on the other hand embraced Jesus Christ who was as 

well concerned with issues of justice, morality as well as spirituality. In this sense, 

Kaggia transcended the understanding of biblical interpretation as a religious matter 

for the Christian community and drew significant socio-political implications for the 

African people in general.  
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Finally, Kaggia‟s serious and critical engagement with the Bible made him 

discover various translation mistakes in the Gĩkũyũ New Testament as discussed in 

chapter four.
969

 In his opinion, mistranslation was a deliberate work by European-

Gĩkũyũ linguists willing to doctor the Gĩkũyũ version in order to keep the community 

under bondage.
970

 As such he took up the question of mistranslation with the British 

and Foreign Bible Society in London.
971

 In pointing out the translation anomalies, 

Kaggia, whether consciously or unconsciously, was bringing to bear the contention 

that biblical translation and interpretation are not simply religious acts. Instead, his 

contestation exposed the fact these actions are never divorced from the issues of 

power and control. In this regard, he connected the act of translation to the larger aims 

of colonialism and exploitation.  

In this section, I have shown that Kaggia‟s hermeneutics of resistance emerged 

from apparent discrepancies in the Bible, missionaries‟ translation blunders and 

colonial experiences. His travel abroad during the Second World War expanded his 

hermeneutical horizon as well as his political consciousness.
972

 I have also shown 

through Kaggia that the daunting obstacles which organised Christianity faced in 

Europe in the form of spiritual indifference of the European civilisation likewise 

contributed to Kaggia‟s disillusionment. Africans who travelled to Europe discovered 

that colonial “mechanistic” religious acts were not the panacea for religious and moral 
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difficulties facing humanity as they had been taught in mission schools and churches. 

Most of them like Kaggia returned home disillusioned and bitter. They were exposed 

to a Europe which had divorced religion from politics, economics and science.
973

 

These factors eventually led to Kaggia‟s radical hermeneutical rediscovery. 

6.2.1b  Arathi
974

: The Esoteric Dimension of Resistance Hermeneutics 

Another dimension of the resistance hermeneutics can be found in the so-

called Arathi. The founding of Arathi was mainly influenced by the experience of 

material poverty and other forms of oppression within the Gĩkũyũ Reserve and among 

the Agĩkũyũ squatters working in the White Settlements (commonly referred to as the 

White Highlands and the Rift Valley). According to Gĩcaru, Arathi sprang up because 

“their followers were people who despaired of ever being able to improve their 

position in life”.
975

 They looked upon Christ as their hope and the Messiah who would 

guide them “here and now in their present day-to-day business in the present 

world”.
976

 To this group the country was in such chaos that only the messiah would 

restore order and happiness. They called for “non-participation in any church work 

under the leadership of the white man who, they contended, preached poverty and 

humility yet wax fat and arrogant.”
977

 They refused to regard the European as a 

superior being. They would not stand or take off their hats when a European passed 

by as was required. Further, they did not want to imitate anything practised in 
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mission-oriented churches. For these reasons, they turned to the Bible for all teachings 

as well as for liturgical practices.
978

   

The main characteristic of this group is their total rejection of the boundaries 

of the colonial Christianity. While the Independents tried to find ways to negotiate 

and even dialogue with colonial Christianity, this group advocated complete 

separation. They had no trust whatsoever of colonial intentions. According to 

Kenyatta, the Arathi claimed to be holy men who had direct communication with 

God.
979

 For example, Joseph Ng‟ang‟a was reported to have heard on two occasions, 

while drunk and another time working in the settler‟s farm, to leave everything and 

become a Mũrathi (singular for Arathi).
980

 Secondly they read and studied the Bible 

while in seclusion (mainly in caves and forests). They used Psalm 68:31
981

 as 

authorial evidence of their claim that they were the chosen people of God to give and 

interpret God‟s message to God‟s people since they belonged to “the lost tribes of 

Israel.”
982

  

Mwaũra posits that they were also taught how to pray and to interpret 

scriptures with the aid of the Holy Spirit.
983

 The Arathi read Hebrews 8:10-13, Acts 

2:17, 1:8; Joel 2:28; Jeremiah 31:33-35 and Levitical laws arguing that the 

missionaries overlooked the importance of the Holy Spirit and manifestation in 

dreams, visions and prophecy. In this connection, the Arathi claimed that missionaries 

offered wrong interpretations of the Bible in order to mislead the Africans. As 

prophets and with the direct help from the Holy Spirit, they traversed Gĩkũyũ country 
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in groups and on foot providing the “correct” interpretation. They believed that their 

call as a Church had come from God at a time when spiritual “dryness” and material 

distress was evident in the Rift Valley and Gĩkũyũ land. They also emphasised the 

miracles performed by Jesus, especially the raising of the dead and the healing of the 

sick.
984

 

They combined such interpretations with the indigenous beliefs and practices 

such as ancestral worship and polygamy. The latter was upheld mainly because the 

Ibuku rĩa Ngai (Book of God), particularly the Old Testament sanctioned and 

condoned polygamy.
985

 They emphasised that several leading personages of the Bible 

including Solomon, David, and Jacob though polygamous were never condemned by 

God, but instead the Bible praises them for their good deeds.
986

 As such, men who 

converted to Christianity rejected European names and instead took baptismal names 

from biblical characters who practised polygamy believing that by doing so, they 

would be pleasing their creator.
987

 The missionaries‟ demand for monogamy was 

viewed as an imposition and misinterpretation of the Bible and as a colonial strategy 

to stall the Gĩkũyũ population growth.
988

 

 Emphasis on the Holy Spirit and possession by the spirit would lead the 

Arathi to frenzy and trembling. They would roar like „The Lion of Judah‟ and the 

frenzy session of their worship would be followed by their anthem: 

“What will it be? 

When the King comes? 

What will it be when he comes, when he comes? 

What will it be when the King comes? 
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Let us lift our eyes to Heaven 

Where the Master is due on earth for the harvest 

The harvest of his good people…”
989

 

In most of the quarrels that would arise between the Arathi and the Authorities they 

argued that they were now subjects to the Holy Spirit first. Submission to the State 

was secondary. They argued that the Holy Spirit was paramount but the State was not. 

According to Kenyatta, the Arathi rejected material possession as worldly wealth 

which they did not need since God had chosen them to preach the gospel and not to 

accumulate wealth.
990

 They were persecuted by both the government who found their 

preaching subversive and the missionaries dismissed them as lunatics practising 

misguided faith.
991

 Ng‟ang‟a‟s brand of militant preaching led into fatal confrontation 

with the authorities.
992

 The three who died in this tragic encounter became martyrs in 

Akũrinũ circles. 

The first thing to note is that although the Arathi rejected the beliefs and 

practices of the colonial churches, they embraced the Bible as a source of their 

teachings and practices. The Arathi drew a clear distinction between mission 

Christianity and the Bible. Their encounter was not with Christianity but with the 

Bible. As such, relying wholly on the help of the Holy Spirit, the Arathi secluded 

themselves in caves on mountains to read and study the Bible. In biblical 

hermeneutics, it points to the caution already given by Gerald West that African 

                                                 
989

 Land of Sunshine, p. 110; see also Facing Mount Kenya, 274. 
990

 Facing Mount Kenya, 274. 
991

 “The „Watu wa Mungu‟ appear to be the same sect as those which were troublesome in 1930 and 

1931 in the Kiambu and Fort Hall District. They were known as prophets and used to roar like lions 

and bark like dogs…they were believed to entertain anti-government feelings. They were obviously 

under some kind of hysteria and were followed by young girls with whom they had free love 

relationship” (letter from PC central to DCs in Kiambu and Fort Hall. KNA DC/KBU/3/2. 
992

 The death of the first three founders of the movement was at the hands of the colonial police hands. 

How they met their death is unclear but according to the police report, the shooting of the three was in 

self-defence (The East African Standard; report of magisterial enquiry on the Ndarugu Forest Affray, 

20
th

 February, 1934.) It is important to note that they continued to be harassed by the colonial 

government around Kiambu and Fort Hall area until they relocated to Meru in 1936. The Akũrinũ 

Churches, 67. 



[237] 

 

biblical hermeneuts must not always assume that the reception of Christianity and the 

reception of the Bible in Africa always amount to the same thing.
993

 Both processes 

are distinct though related.  

The second thing to note is the claim to personal freedom to read and interpret 

the Bible. Under the guidance of the Spirit each Mũrathi could read and interpret the 

Bible. Through songs, prayers, sermons, prophecies and testimonies, individual 

interpretations could be rehearsed before others. There are two main characteristics to 

the kind of resistance reading that developed from this group. One, as already 

intimated, their reading was highly selective. There were certain parts of the Bible 

that were considered important while others were simply ignored. Second, as 

Wimbush has noted of the early use of the Bible in the African American community, 

the Arathi came to see the Bible as representing “a virtual language-world” that they 

could enter and manipulate in light of their socio-political and cultural experiences.
994

 

But the Bible was also used to meet personal problems such as healing. At other times 

it would be used to invoke awe and power. They claimed knowledge that was given 

by the Holy Spirit exclusively to them as “holy” prophets and that that knowledge was 

absolute and legitimate. 

6.2.1c  Mau-Mau and Detainees: Guerrilla Hermeneutics 

The final form of reading and interpretation that I consider next is by those 

who joined the war for independency, notoriously referred to as the Mau-Mau. The 

Mau-Mau uprising is one of the most extensively researched phenomena.
995

 Space 

cannot allow me to enter into a detailed analysis of the Mau-Mau. Therefore, I will 
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limit myself to points relevant to my overall discussion. The term Mau-Mau is 

controversial both in origin and use. Rev. Calderwood of the Scottish Mission, for 

example, ascribed the unrest in the Kenya colony to “the growth of a secret African 

Society called „Mau-Mau‟… fostering criminal activities designed to overturn the 

Government and drive out the white man and the Christian Church.”
996

 In this 

research, I use the term to refer to an armed revolt against the British colonialism in 

Kenya.
997

 Equally violent was the Kenyan colonial government‟s military counter 

programme.
998

 The revolt came into the open when the State of Emergency was 

declared on October 20, 1952 by the Colonial Governor Sir Evelyn Baring following 

the assassination of a loyal colonial chief Kũng‟ũ Warũhiũ.
999

 The fighting continued 

until sometime in 1956 when the declared leader of the movement, Dedan Kĩmathi, 

was captured and the rebellion brutally suppressed.
1000

  

Though the Mau-Mau movement‟s main agenda was the overthrow of colonial 

structures through the power of machetes and guns, the study of the Mau-Mau war 

reveals that the clash was also a battle of minds. The colonial counter programme of 

mass detention, villaginisation and rehabilitation will be discussed in the next chapter. 

In this section, I discuss the hermeneutical responses from the fighters and detainees 

who challenged the Christian message that did not question colonialism and the 

continued denial to the Africans right to land and self-governance. Consequently, the 
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period saw tremendous growth of creative literature from literate Africans that 

subverted the Christian message. The kind of literature targeted what the group saw as 

the deceptive teachings and religious hypocrisy which reflected the close links among 

the Government, missionaries and settlers.
1001

 Most slighted was the colonial demand 

for morality and politeness and that the Africans learn to live as peaceful citizens.  

Karari Njama
1002

 in his recollection wrote about how missionaries eloquently 

talked against discrimination because all people are equal in God‟s eye regardless of 

colour, race and creed. Karari remembered that as students, they were taught the 

biblical truth “Thou shall love thy neighbour as thyself” as the greatest commandment 

of Christ. But in practice, they came to note that the African was not welcomed in the 

European midst.
1003

 Africans likewise deplored the use of the Bible in a way that 

encouraged division among the various denominations. Karari wrote that he could not 

understand how a child could not attend a school about a mile from his home but must 

attend another one eight miles away because his parents were christened in the 

denomination which owned the latter school.
1004

  

In addition, Karari struggled with the Old Testament‟s support of violence for 

the Hebrew people to conquer other people. Most perturbing was the fact that such 

advocacy was hinged on the fact that those to be conquered were to be brought to 
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submission because they believed in other gods. In this regard, Karari wrote “these 

wars were supposedly led by Mighty God to smash other nations. I thought this was 

contrary to the idea of God‟s peace and mercy.”
1005

 He equally wondered why it was 

demanded that the Africans should abandon their religion which had similar 

understanding like that of the Hebrew people. While Karari confessed that he could 

not abandon the church completely because there were things that he valued and 

treasure, he remained critical of its dogmas and practice. 

In spite of the suspicion and sometime open hostility towards the Bible, we 

note Karari‟s unfailing effort to freely quote from the Bible in order to exhort freedom 

fighters. Let us first consider Karari‟s reading of Lamentations 5:1-9 and Ecclesiastes 

4:1-3 four days after he joined the freedom fighters in the Aberdares forest. The book 

of Lamentations, particularly chapter five, remained very popular among the 

Agĩkũyũ. Kenyatta, as intimated in chapter four, made his own translation of chapter 

five.
1006

 The prayer of lament resonated with the Agĩkũyũ‟s colonial experience. From 

Karari‟s reading of the two texts above, we see that the Africans were keen observers 

of how missionaries used biblical texts
1007

, which they (Africans) replicated as 

needed. In Karari‟s case, the texts are read to attentive listeners. There is no 

exposition given but the reader expected the listeners to understand what was being 

read as an obvious truth. For example, after reading the scriptures to the fighters 

Karari spoke saying “I have just read two verses to you in Kikuyu Language which I 

am sure that you have all understood. The first was the lamentations of the prophet 

Jeremiah of Israel for his people. Did you find it to be true with us today? “Yes, quite 

true,” replied the mob. “This wood is sold to us and if we don‟t buy, it would only rot 
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here,” said one person. “We die for our own food,” said another. “So you agree with 

the prophesy of Jeremiah?” Yes, we do!” They replied.
1008

  

Karari in this instance used allusion in his interpretation of the texts expecting 

his listeners to identify with the biblical material as well as the biblical personalities in 

order to establish a spatial and metaphysical link.
1009

 Through allusion the listeners 

were prompted to connect the similarities between their experiences and the stories 

narrated in the Bible. Fighters were exhorted not to worry because of what had 

become of them as victims of colonialism. Like the Israelites they had heard strange 

news never seen or heard before. Karari reminded them that they had now witnessed 

what the Israelites went through. Their suffering was not new. It had happened to 

many other races and nations. Karari intimated   

It is History and History repeats itself. It is our turn now. All you have to do is 

persevere and fight bravely. There is no playing with either the arrow or gun. 

Whenever you pull the trigger or release the arrow from the string, you cannot 

stop it by any means from hitting the object you aimed at. This means that we 

have started our fight for Land and Freedom; whether you like it or not, 

whether you surrender or not, our aim must at last be achieved by either you or 

your children. My countrymen, the question is „Are you ready to fight till we 

get our Land and Freedom or are you going to leave the fight for your young 

children?
1010

  

 

Karari was at this point using the Bible, which he sometimes dismissed, to recover 

and revitalise that which colonialism had damaged: self determination and will to 

power.  

Kĩbicho contended that in addition to this use of the Bible, freedom fighters 

used indigenous wisdom to reinforce the message. Most important to the fighters was 
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the idea of truth and justice in any dispute.
1011

 They understood Ngai is the God of 

justice and always on the side of the just. Thus Kĩhoto nĩkĩo kĩoma (truth or reason 

alone stands and endures.) Kĩhoto kĩringaga rũĩ rũiyũru (Reason or justice crosses a 

flooding river, i.e., it will come out victoriously and unscathed across the worst 

torrents, currents or chaos or troubles).
1012

 As victims of colonialism, the Agĩkũyũ 

seemed not to be held accountable by the same wisdom when it came to the demand 

for their rights. In their view there was nothing contradictory in a morality that 

exhorted the victim to use any means possible to regain his or her place in society. 

It is within this self-understanding as articulated by Karari that the Bible, 

mainly the Old Testament and Gospels, were interwoven with traditional beliefs and 

concepts. Jesus was accepted as a great Mũrathi and a man of God. Karari, for 

example, confessed that though he believed he was a Christian, he could accept Jesus 

as a great teacher and prophet but not necessarily the son of God.
1013

 Kĩbicho argued 

that the freedom fighters‟ concept of Jesus was shaped by the story they heard about 

Jesus whom they understood to be a pure and perfect man; man of great wisdom; one 

who feared God; generous; compassionate; courageous and committed to justice and 

service to his people. Such qualities, Kĩbicho posited, were greatly admired and 

honoured in Gĩkũyũ traditional society.
1014

 Hybridisation of this kind is also evident 

in the event that followed the Mwathe meeting.  

The meeting is recorded as having ended with a moving prayer by Dedan 

Kĩmathi which he concluded by leading the group in saying the Christian‟s Lord‟s 
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Prayer and Gĩkũyũ incantation of Thaai, Thathaiya Ngai, Thai.
1015

 This was followed 

by the commissioning of the just formed Kenya Defence Council with Karari reading 

from Revelation 22: 12-14. Karari equated the giving of military ranks to various 

fighters to the scriptural words “to give every man according as his work shall be”.
1016

 

Dedan Kĩmathi closed the meeting with the words, 

You are my warriors and disciples, followers and pupils. When Jesus parted 

with his disciples, he sent them to teach and preach to all nations and baptized 

them in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Ghost. The same 

message I convey unto you all. Go all over Kenya (raising high his walking 

stick in his right hand) and preach to all African people and baptise them in 

the name of Gikuyu and Mumbi and of our soil. If you die for the soil that will 

never perish, our future generations which will use that same soil you die 

for… Work hard and pray! Goodbye all!
1017

 

  

On another occasion Kĩmathi is said to have used the words of Jesus to exhort the 

fighters saying: “Ye are the light of the world… Let your light shine unto all”. He 

quipped, that the young freedom fighters were like “the young stars” shining for the 

country since the colonial government had taken away and detained their “sun, Jomo 

Kenyatta, and the moon, all the other political leaders – and even all the big stars”.
1018

 

Europeanised Christianity was rejected while the magical and religious beliefs of the 

past were supplemented by Christianity. 

6.3  Language as a “figural ploy”
1019

: 

Another dimension of the emerging dissents can be found in the Athomi‟s use 

of their literary skills. In the emerging subversive literature, African heroes like 

Kimathi and Kenyatta replaced biblical characters such as Moses and Jesus. Songs 

were also used to record historical events; entertain; encourage and rally people to be 

vigilant; giving them hope; and to protest. Through these songs we sense tremendous 
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trust in Ngai. The importance of this kind of literature cannot be underestimated. 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong‟o reminds us, that in the struggle for decolonisation, culture 

becomes the site of intense struggle. The struggle is waged at “the level of culture, 

values, feelings and attitude” where the colonised by rejecting the culture of the 

coloniser “create their own songs, poems, dances, narratives and sayings which 

embody a structure of values diametrically opposed to that of the oppressing race, 

nation and class.”
1020

 In most cases, the colonised, as in the case of Mau-Mau, took 

the songs and hymns of the colonisers and gave them an entirely different emphasis, 

interpretation and meaning.  

I follow Rafael to argue that individuals such as Gakaara wa Wanjaũ wrote 

songs that mimicked Christian hymns and the Apostles‟ Creed as ploy in order to 

placate the colonial censor and criminal investigations. The Agĩkũyũ writers, by 

substituting words in the original with new words, they intended to fool the colonial 

censor, criminal investigators and colonial missionaries. They would be fooled to 

believe that singers or those reciting the creed were enthusiastic Christians. Secondly, 

by using commonly known tunes and creeds, the songs and their contents were easily 

committed to memory. Once committed to memory they would be easily and 

spontaneously retrieved for appropriate occasions. As such, the message of subversion 

could be passed in front of the colonial administrators and missionaries without being 

detected. Famous Mau-Mau songs using the melodies of popular Christian hymns 

conveyed the ideology of the movement. There was increasingly loss of faith in 

constitutional action, and the idea of multiracial society was discarded. Reference to 

traditional symbols became important. The Agĩkũyũ saw themselves as a beloved 

community who lived in direct relationship with God. They were God‟s People, doing 
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God‟s will. Those opposing them were God‟s enemy. The Agĩkũyũ realised that 

institutions were not working either due to restrictions by the government or 

missionaries‟ subversion. Their hope of representations was seen through Kenyatta 

and others to British government. Let me briefly consider the song of Kĩmathi quoted 

below as an example: 

The song of Kĩmathi: 

1. When Kĩmathi ascended  

Into the mountain alone 

He asked for strength and courage 

To defeat the white man. 

 

2. He said that we should tread 

The paths that he trod 

That we should follow his steps 

And drink from this cup. 

 

3. If you drink from the cup of courage 

The cup I have drunk myself 

A cup of pain and of sorrow 

A cup of tears and of death. 

 

4. We are tormented because we are black 

We are not like the White men 

We have not received their advantages 

But our God goes before us. 

 

5. Do not waver for being exiled 

Or to be detained  

Or to lose all your belongings 

Still God goes before us. 

 

6. Even when our hearts are troubled 

Jomo will never desert us 

For God never abandoned him 

Far in Kapenguria. 

 

7. Clothe yourselves with his endurance 

In tribulation or death 

Knowing that you belong 

To the kingdom of Gĩkũyũ and Mũmbi. 

 

8. We pray thee, O God to give us strength 

The White men to return to their homes 

Because a fruitless tree 

Is never planted in a garden. 
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From the song of Kĩmathi we note that the Bible‟s authority was still taken for 

granted and thus its images and personalities can be seen here legitimising a reverse 

discourse. Therefore, the song of Kĩmathi with its biblical allusions and overtones 

locates salvation in the freedom fighter not Jesus. In the song Kĩmathi takes the place 

of Moses ascending to the Mount Sinai mountain of God to receive the Ten 

Commandments (Exodus 19 and 20). Like Moses, Kĩmathi ascends Mount Kenya 

(known then as Kĩrĩnyaga, referring to the mountain as the mountain of brightness). 

Ngai in the traditional Gĩkũyũ was thought to dwell at the top of this mountain.
1021

 

Request for “strength and courage to defeat the Whiteman” replaces the Ten 

Commandment. The verse also alludes to Jesus Christ‟s ascension to Mount of Olives 

(Luke 22:39-44) where in anguish he received strength and courage to face his death. 

The charge of Kĩmathi in the second and the third stanzas to the fighters alludes to 

Mark 10:35-40. In this text the sons of Zebedee (James and John) made a strange 

request. The willingness of the two disciples to drink from the cup of suffering and 

death, is transferred to the freedom fighters. It indicates their willingness to suffer. 

The stanzas also allude to Lamentations 5 (discussed above) which points to the 

suffering experienced in Gĩkũyũ country. The song summarises their grievances, as 

well as the history of Mau-Mau and the sufferings in detention camps. The song also 

assigned to Kenyatta the role of Moses leading his people to the promised land. Soon 

they accorded him the status of Messiah and saviour.
1022

 Ngai was emphasised and the 

community was reminded how God has always blessed the community. The Gĩkũyũ 

myth of origin was reinvigorated.   
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The other example to consider is the Creed of Gĩkũyũ and Mũmbi quoted 

below.  

“Witikio wa Gikuyu na Mumbi” 

Ni njitikitie Ngai ithe Mwene hinya wothe, Mumbi wa Iguru na Thi, na 

ngetikia Gikuyu na Mumbi aciari aitu, aria aagaiire bururi uyu, makinyariirwo 

hingo ya Cege na Waiyaki ni mbari ya Nyakeru, magitunywo wathani na 

ithaka ciao, magituuwo tumbutumbu, maciara maao ni mahingukire maitho, 

makiarahuka magicokia aciari aao iti-ini. 

Na ningi ni njitikitie magongoona matheru ma Gikuyu na Mumbi, na ngetikia 

utongoria wa Kenyatta na Mbiyu na uiguano wa Mwangi na Irungu, nayo 

mihiriga kenda muiyuru, nakio Gikuyu gitagathira. 

Thaai Thaithaiya Ngai Thaai.”
1023

  

  

The Creed of Gĩkũyũ and Mũmbi: 

 

I believe in Ngai the Almighty, Creator of the Heaven and Earth, and I believe 

in Gĩkũyũ and Mũmbi our progenitors, who bequeathed to us this 

country/nation, they were persecuted during the reign of Cege and Waiyaki by 

the White people clan, their freedom and land were taken away, they were 

reduced to dust/nothing, with profound awakening, their progenies arose to 

restore their progenitors‟ lost glory. 

I also believe in the Gĩkũyũ‟s and Mũmbi‟s holy sacrifices, and I believe in 

the leadership of Kenyatta and Mbiyũ and the unity of Mwangi and Irũngũ, 

and the ten clans [of Gĩkũyũ] and in the Gĩkũyũ eternal. 

Worship, worship, Ngai, worship.
1024

 

 

wa Wanjaũ modelled the Creed of Gikuyu and Mumbi on the Apostle‟s Creed, 

integrating his literary work and biblical language with anticolonial politics. 

According to wa Wanjaũ the purpose of the creed was to awaken and unite the 

Gĩkũyũ community. He aimed at enlightening and informing his constituents upon the 

aims and strategies put in place to keep the African in poverty, self-hatred, and 

slavery.
1025

 wa Wanjaũ argued that education and religious instructions were subtly 

intended to make the African submissive to the power of the Athũngũ. They were 

taught to imitate the Europeans in order to be accepted as civilised. Obedience to 

Europeans and Authority came to be accepted as a mark of conversion. One would 

also not be a fully fledged Christian unless they took up English names like Moses or 
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Mary. Africans were reminded that desire for material wealth as well as participation 

in cultural things was wrong and a submission to the kingdom of Caitani or ngoma. 

But all of this only made the African ngombo njugogi (semi-literate slave).
1026

 The 

creed served a clarion call to the community to awake and unite. 

In this new interpretation, land was seen from the Gĩkũyũ community vantage 

point. It was considered a scared gift from the mythical progeny of the community 

(Gĩkũyũ and Mũmbi.) Fighting for the land was interpreted from a moral-religious 

aspect. The secular objectives of the freedom fighters were seen as sanctioned and 

legitimised by Ngai. In songs and prayers their cause and struggle were just and right. 

In every prayer they repeated the dictum “Ngai, twahotwo nĩwe wahotwo” (Ngai, our 

loss is your loss.) The moral force in the songs, prayers, Bible exhortation was that 

through deception the Europeans stole Gĩkũyũ land. But since Ngai is just and 

powerful, right would prevail over might. Action had to be taken and not passively 

wait for God‟s intervention because they believed “Ngai ateithagia wĩteithĩtie” 

(Ngai‟s help comes only when men and women take action.) These precepts gave the 

freedom fighters the moral impetus to challenge the powers of colonialism and they 

believed with all their hearts and minds that right would prevail over might. 

6.5  Potential Hermeneutical Optic 

Although, the colonial Church dismissed the Mau-Mau movement as a “new 

heathen religion based on the worship of politicians”, and the emerging literature as 

“blasphemous parodies”
1027

, I want to suggest an alternative view in light of the 

discourse of resistance. To equate Mau-Mau as a spiritual rather than a political 

movement was itself scandalous and reveals how deeply the Christian mission 

embodied the colonial structures. As a matter of facts, the colonial church‟s 
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indictment of Agĩkũyũ‟s interpretation of reality as atavistic was not original. Closer 

analysis shows that missionaries‟ hermeneutical responses to Mau-Mau followed Dr. 

L.S.B. Leakey‟s anthropological interpretation (see my critique on Leakey in the next 

chapter).
1028

 Putting into good use his vast knowledge of the Agĩkũyũ, Leakey came 

to the conclusion that Mau-Mau was not so much a guerrilla movement but as a 

pseudo-religious organisation that was atavistic in nature. He wrote,  

knowing full well that the Kikuyu are basically a religious people, and that 

there were tens of thousands who had ceased to believe in the religion of their 

forefathers, but who had also not become genuine churchmen, Mau-Mau 

leaders decided as part of the organization of the movement to give it a 

„religious‟ trend; to set up a religion which was a very strange blend of 

pseudo-Christianity and utter paganism.
1029

 

 

Having given the Mau-Mau movement new meaning Leakey believed to have a grasp 

of the power behind it. He argued that in the “new religion”, the oathing ceremony 

formed only a small part, but religion was the force which turned thousands of peace-

loving Agĩkũyũ into murderous fanatics.
1030

 Besides calling people to return to the 

religion of ages past, Leakey asserted that Mau-Mau intended to destroy 

Christianity.
1031

 Therefore, Leakey concluded, with a vast majority of those won over 

to Mau-Mau being people who had nominally accepted Christian religion but knew 

nothing about traditional religion, it was easy for leaders of the movement to present 

Mau-Mau in Christian garb. Consequently, a creed was drawn based upon the 

Apostles‟ Creed, and hymns altered to “hideous parodies” of the Christian 

equivalent.
1032

 Just like the Christian creed, it was to be learnt by heart and people 

were exhorted to have faith in it. The creed affirmed faith in Almighty God, “but also 
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in His supposedly chosen leaders of the tribe, the leader of Mau-Mau, with Jomo 

Kenyatta taking the place of Christ.”
1033

 

However, if we accept Sanneh‟s definition of translation as going “beyond the 

narrow, technical bounds of textual work”
1034

 and as including “a profound 

theological sense”
1035

, we must also be willing to acknowledge that the Mau-Mau 

fighters were not merely using “bestial” desire to revert to old ways and revulsion of 

the new as claimed. Translation, as Sanneh argues, meant “a fundamental concession 

to the vernacular, and an inevitable weakening of the forces of uniformity and 

centralization.”
1036

 Instead, the language of the Bible offered the resource to revitalise 

both the biblical message and the Agĩkũyũ indigenous milieu. The process of 

translation of the Christian message through the aesthetic, as already discussed, opens 

up another contentious political and cultural site at the heart of colonial 

representation.
1037

 Here the Word of God is destabilised by the use of indigenous 

signs. In the very practice of signification the language of the coloniser becomes 

hybrid. Rather than seeing the use of the Bible or biblical language as offensive in the 

way it was used, I believe the Agĩkũyũ hermeneutical sensibilities served to heighten 

the oppositional and moral value of resistance. Rooting themselves in popular 

tradition of songs and poetry, they adapted the Bible, religious songs and the Apostles 

Creed for political protest. They created a “powerful oral literature” that rejected 

colonial interpretation of reality.
1038

 Colonial Christianity had always abstracted 

spiritual reality from earthly struggles. Mau-Mau used the same Christian songs and 
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even the Bible, and interpreted them in light of the aspirations of their struggles. 

Christian hymns and biblical messages were turned into songs and prose of actual 

political engagement.
1039

  

The kind of interaction with the Bible discussed above, for example, inspired 

postcolonial Timothy Wangusa (a Uganda poet) to use Psalm 23 to satirise the 

postcolonial state of Uganda: 

Psalm 23 (King James Version) 

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me  

beside the still waters. 

He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of  

righteousness for his name's sake 

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of  

death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me;  

thy rod and staff they comfort me. 

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine  

enemies: thou annointest my head with oil; 

my cup runneth over. 5 

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my  

life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord  

for ever. 

Psalm 23, Part II 

The state is my shepherd, I shall not want; it makes me to 

lie down in a subsidized house.  

It leads me into political tranquility; it restores my faith in a 

lucrative future. 

It leads me into paths of loans and pensions, for its 

international reputation's sake. 

Yea, even though I walk through the valley of the shadow  

of Kivvulu I will fear no Kondos; 

For the State is with me, its tanks and guns comfort me.  

It preserves for me a bank account, in the presence of   

 devaluation; 

It fills my pocket with allowances, my salary overflows. 

Surely increments and promotion shall follow me all the  

days of my life; 

And I shall dwell in senior staff quarters for ever.
1040
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Wangusa used biblical text to transform the role and function of literature in 

postcolonial Africa. In the poem the relationship between the state and the speaker 

takes an ironic twist. Reading Wangusa‟s poem and comparing it with the Mau-Mau 

literature raises several questions. Is it right to use the Bible as a source for this kind 

of literature? Does the use of the Bible in this way lessen or heighten the moral or 

spiritual values of the original? In my opinion, such a use “defines a people in terms 

of actors and not the acted upon.”
1041

 By retelling biblical stories and transforming the 

Bible of the dominant race, Mau-Mau writers were asking the community to reflect 

upon their actual socio-political and economic realities. Hymns were subverted to 

inspire, empower, and encourage group solidarity and commitment to the Mau-Mau 

cause. 

Ironically, while the freedom fighters remained determined to curve out their 

own hermeneutical niche independent of the mission-oriented Bible reading and 

interpretations, they used rules and forms provided by the colonial paradigm to inform 

their interpretations. Even though the Bible was introduced to the Africans by mission 

Christianity, all of the groups and individuals whether found among Arathi or Mau-

Mau wholly embraced the Bible as Ibuku rĩa Ngai. Edward Said referred to such an 

irony as “partial tragedy of resistance” to which the colonised must to a certain degree 

work to recover forms already established or at least influenced or infiltrated by the 

colonial culture.
1042

 

However, the encounter of the freedom fighters with the Bible reveals 

something else. It betrays what Gerald West has referred to as the Bible‟s “ambiguous 

presence” in Africa
1043

. In this case, the Africans on one hand accepted the Bible as an 

“object of great power” which became potentially useful, particularly when they were 
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able to control and manipulate it. As evident with Kaggia and in the song of Kĩmathi, 

the Bible‟s authority was still taken for granted and thus its images and personalities 

were used to legitimise a reverse discourse. Yet on the other hand it was viewed 

suspiciously, partly because of some of its content but mainly because of how it had 

been used by the mission church to control and oppress. Individuals like Kaggia, as 

such, did not shy from questioning the authority of the Bible. The latter point raises an 

important principle of interpretation.  

That is, hermeneutics has to go beyond mere dissent by anticipating 

triumphant and true liberation not as passive victims of oppression but as active 

agents in history. Gerald West observes that such a reading strategy enables “ordinary 

readers” to understand that the Bible as it stands in its final form may not be the last 

word.
1044

 In chapter eight, I argue that careful literary reading of biblical texts may 

help detect suppressed emphasises and voices. It also helps the ordinary reader to 

understand that apart from the ideological forms and contents of biblical texts, the 

Bible can also be used to support or reinforce ideologies with devastating 

consequences. Thus, the reader needs to be empowered to know that what one reads 

and how the biblical text is interpreted and applied make all the difference. In 

Kaggia‟s case he did detect that winners may sometime use their power to re-write 

and manipulate biblical texts to achieve certain goals. 

6.6  Conclusion 

The examples of Kaggia, Arathi, and Mau-Mau reflect changes in 

conceptualisation, perception, and evaluation of situations, actions and roles. They 

reveal the African as a rational human being who cognitively restructures socio-

political reality through actions: in this case imaginative biblical hermeneutics. 
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Africans who had embraced Christianity raised sharp contextual questions and 

commitments as their point of entry to salvation history as experienced in the 

encounter with the gospel.  

In addition, the examples show that the critical principle of interpretation “lies 

not in the Bible itself, but in the community of women and men who read the Bible 

and who through their dialogical imagination appropriate it for their own 

liberation.”
1045

 In this case, rather than seeing the encounter with the Bible as a one 

way encounter where the Bible acts as stable and fixed text whose truth is self-

evident, this principle reverse this encounter.   

The encounter with the text also reveals that such an encounter does not 

happen in a vacuum. Instead, it involves active participation in the historical process 

of transformation from within a particular social location. The Africans met with the 

Bible within distinctive reality, religious-cultural and socio-political experiences. 

These experiences generated particular questions which influenced their 

hermeneutics. However, I will show in the next chapter that when control and 

surveillance persist, such hermeneutics slides into ambiguity and hides behind multi-

faceted expressions.  
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CHAPTER 7: THE BIBLE, COLONIAL IDEOLOGICAL DISTORTIONS AND 

THE REVIVAL OPTION 

 

“Mwĩrirei Ũthamaki wa Ĩgũrũ nĩũ Kuherĩirie!”
1046

 

 

 

7.1  Introduction 

 

I have maintained the argument that even though missionaries offered their 

reading of the Bible as objective and detached from the colonial realities, a reality 

check offers a grim picture. It suffices to add that throughout the colonial period, 

missionaries like both the tutored and untutored Africans, uncritically read, 

interpreted, and applied biblical texts. Secondly, missionaries‟ readings appeared to 

disregard the role of social structures, politics, and other colonial experiences in 

shaping interpretations. They either ignored or were unconscious about the role of 

colonialism, racism and of ideologies of oppression in determining how the Bible was 

read and interpreted in colonial Kenya. Yet on a practical level, missionaries remained 

engaged within the colonial structures of power and did not hide their disdain for anti-

colonial resistances and ideologies of liberation.  

Yet still, the claim that the presentation of the Christian Gospel and the Bible 

to the Africans was an innocent, noble and transparent response to Christ‟s call for the 

Great Commission runs aground when we consider how the Bible was applied during 

the Mau-Mau insurrection and the colonial counter-insurrection programmes. This 

chapter reiterates my earlier assertion that for biblical hermeneutics to remain relevant 

in post-colonial Kenya, it cannot ignore the impact of expansionism, domination, and 

imperialism in defining biblical hermeneutics. In using the term hermeneutics, I 

continue to follow my earlier proffered definition to specifically refer to the analysis 

of the readers of the Bible that takes seriously into consideration the reality of the 
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empire, of imperialism and colonialism, not just within biblical texts but also within 

the context of colonial, postcolonial and neo-colonial world.  

Having, in the last two chapters, analysed how the Agĩkũyũ appropriated the 

Bible to serve their interpretative interests and life interests, I wish to turn my 

attention to the ensuing period right after the declaration of the Emergency law. This 

period witnessed a new appropriation of the Bible where the Bible was turned into a 

propaganda tool whose aim was to control the religious, socio-political and cultural 

environment hoping to change Agĩkũyũ‟s values, their world outlook, and self-

definition. Through the government sponsored rehabilitation program, we are taken 

full cycle back to the beginnings; to the basics of colonial appropriation of the Bible 

and its place in the civilising mission. The principles already discussed in chapter 2 

are once again played out in the open; mastered, repeated and finally given an 

apocalyptic twist. In this case, one enters the text with a “violent apocalyptic longing 

for the destruction of evil.”
1047

 At the very centre of this encounter is a space where 

knowledge is destroyed and invented with the Bible offering the basic ingredients for 

the transformation envisioned. The transformation was reinforced by the colonial 

stereotype of the natives fixed at oscillating boundaries between barbarism and 

civility.  

The colonial encounters espoused in the following pages attest to Mosala‟s 

assertion that “the Bible is a thoroughly political document” not just because of its 

content but also of the way it has been applied to meet political needs.
1048

 In the end 

the political imagination, independency, innovation and the creative way in which 
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Agĩkũyũ appropriated the Bible as so far witnessed were muted; schooling most of the 

Agĩkũyũ into a set pattern of thinking that encouraged docility and submissiveness.  

But, even while the disproportionate influence of the colonial church as a 

cultural forum is not in question, the scenario changes if we accept Bhabha‟s 

invitation to take the cultural and historical hybridity of the postcolonial world as the 

paradigmatic place of departure.
1049

 Such a scenario is witnessed in the colonial 

church‟s co-option of the Revival group
1050

 into its programme against those thought 

to be anti-church. If we take such incorporation as an important trajectory into the 

future of the use of the Bible, it inevitably forces us to rethink the logic of causality 

and determinacy. This is because the Revival group, though co-opted, remained 

ambivalent, and appropriated the Bible in their own way independent of the 

missionaries‟ influence. I will begin by giving a brief description of the rehabilitation 

programme and villaginisation as employed by the government upon the Agĩkũyũ 

community to suppress Mau-Mau, before addressing the hermeneutical importance of 

the programme.  

7.2  Detention and Villaginisation 

Detention and villaginisation marked the beginning of rehabilitation.
1051

 The 

programme led to the rounding up of thousands of men and women who were thrown 

into detention camps and settlement schemes while the rest of the Agĩkũyũ 
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community was herded into government controlled villages.
1052

 These were easily 

guarded, prison-like villages, located near roads and grouped around Home Guard and 

police posts. Similar operations were carried out on the European farms and 

plantations in the Rift Valley followed by the repatriation of Agĩkũyũ from these 

areas and other parts of the colony to the Gĩkũyũ Reserve. Those rounded up into 

villages spent most of their days in forced labour digging trenches around the villages 

and along the forest fringe of Mt. Kenya and Aberdares cutting off the fighting army 

from the villagers.
1053

 The Emergency law on the other hand, restricted movement 

mostly of the Agĩkũyũ and made it hard for anyone to get employment.
1054

  

7.2.1  Purpose of Detention Camps 

The purpose of the detention camps was to “review, de-oathing, rehabilitation 

and release” individuals who fulfilled all of the conditions laid out.
1055

 To win such a 

release, each detainee had to prove beyond shadow of doubt that he was to live 

hereafter as a loyal and law-abiding member of the population capable of “earning an 

honest livelihood”.
1056

 The individual was to renounce violence as a means of 
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enforcing political change. A system of camp classification and procedure refered to 

as “pipeline” was constructed, whereby a detainee progressed from Black „hardcore‟ 

(Z.1), through the intermediate Grey stage (Y.1), to a White stage (Y.2) where, subject 

to his or her record and opinion in his district, he could be released to an open camp in 

his location, and finally, to his village.
1057

 In special camps beside obligation to hard 

labour, detainees brought in from holding camps were interrogated and lectured not 

only by screening teams made up of Africans loyal to the government but also by co-

operative detainees who had already renounced their allegiance to Mau-Mau.  

7.2.2  Rehabilitation 

Rehabilitation meant different things to different groups. It meant “re-

education” through methods and techniques of formal instruction and training. To 

others it meant touching the “conscience” of the African with a hope of having people 

take “personal responsibility” to their actions. Most importantly to the Colonial 

Church, rehabilitation took on a deeper religious meaning. For the sake of discussion I 

have identified three dimensions of missionaries‟ understanding of rehabilitation in 

which biblical interpretation took form as the church sought to meet the demands of 

its evangelistic vision. First, the process of rehabilitation in the colonial church circles 

was understood as a “cold war” or as “psychological war” which was in essence “the 

battle to win back the hearts and wills of the deluded and debased”.
1058

 By employing 

“tactics of terror and psychological warfare”, to use Maloba‟s words, both the 

government and the church hoped to modify behaviour “toward a predetermined goal: 
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to produce loyal, law abiding subjects of the Crown”.
1059

 Second, through the 

rehabilitation programme the colonial church aimed at breaking “group” mentality 

and replacing it with the individualised “personality” ready to make a confession as 

way of accepting guilt and personal responsibility.
1060

 Third, the concept of 

rehabilitation became the abstract representation of the gospel through pain and 

propaganda promising cleansing in the blood of Jesus and an eschatological hope.  

7.2.3 Involvement of Colonial Churches 

The Government rehabilitation programme and villaginisation received full 

blessing and support from the colonial church with missionaries actively serving as 

intelligence agents to the colonial government.
1061

 Protestant Missions, the Christian 

Council of Kenya and the Roman Catholic Church offered tremendous assistance to 

the government. The colonial churches accepted and praised rehabilitation and 

villaginisation as “a measure that is revolutionary and one that is bound greatly to 

affect the lives of the people and the work of the Church amongst them.”
1062

 It was 

even suggested that the events were the work of “a just and righteous God who 
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watches over the world” and who may have chosen to chastise the Agĩkũyũ, mainly 

Independents, for trying “to keep Christian worship without Christian morals.”
1063

  

Right before the emergency was announced, the Presbyterian Church of East 

Africa‟s Synod
1064

 had issued a directive to all its congregations on the subject of 

Mau-Mau.
1065

 The Synod of the P.C.E.A. denounced the Mau-Mau movement as 

“contrary to the Word of God, a hindrance to the just settlement of legitimate political 

grievances, and likely to undermine the better race relations on which alone true 

development can be based.”
1066

 Under the threat of excommunication the church 

warned its members against involvement in the movement for its “unchristian” 

activities that hindered “achievement of just rights of the African people.”
1067

 Yet it 

was not without acknowledgement of the real causes.
1068

 The Church reserved the 

power to receive those who proved penitent as it had been “commissioned to proclaim 

the forgiveness of Christ.”
1069

 The Church saw itself as the main Christian agency in 

European farms, Home Guard out posts, rehabilitation and detention camps, villages 

and Gĩkũyũ townships to serve among people who felt “as never before a great 

vacuum and the need of a saviour.”
1070

 In addition, the government was seen as “firm 

yet forgiving” partner who freely granted release to such men and women after they 
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had fully made confession, and over a period had evidenced “the truest signs of a 

change of heart and outlook.”
1071

  

7.2.4  Independent Churches and Schools Banned 

On its part the independent church leadership was accused of harbouring the 

Mau-Mau insurgents.
1072

 The leaders were consequently thrown into detention while 

others were exiled. Their churches were condemned to be centres of Mau-Mau 

meetings and were thus closed and the Independent churches and schools banned. The 

mission churches became beneficiaries of the Government ban on all Independent 

Schools and Churches.
1073

 Followers of these churches were left with no churches and 

to avoid fatal confrontation with the colonial military and the harsh oppression by 

government appointed chiefs (who were mostly protestant), they started joining the 

mission churches. In detention camps, with the swelling numbers of detainees, the 

scenario presented “a unique opportunity…for Gospel witness and the Protestant 

churches were not slow to take advantage of the unparalleled opportunity.”
1074

 

7.3  Role of the Bible 

In the brief account above, I have highlighted several points regarding the 

inception of the detention and villaginisation programme which led to the entire 

Gĩkũyũ community living as a community on siege. I have also shown the colonial 

churches‟ position in the whole drama. I turn my attention to the colonial biblical 

justification for the government action and the churches involvement in the evolving 

rehabilitation programme. But before considering the role of the Bible, it is my 

opinion that the psycho-analytical discourse formed the basis on which the colonial 

hermeneutics found meaning. 
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7.3.1  Role of Psychoanalysis: Dr. J. C.  Carothers and the Psychology of 

Mau-Mau 

Apart from Leakey whom I have discussed in the previous chapter, the second 

individual whose work played a significant role in giving form to the interpretation of 

the Bible in light of Mau-Mau crisis and the need to rehabilitate the Africans was Dr. 

J. C. Carothers.
1075

 The Government believed that due to Carothers‟s vast experience 

in Africa coupled with his knowledge of psychology and psychiatry, he was the right 

person to shed light on the Mau-Mau and point the way to immediate and long term 

solutions to the problem. Carothers preliminary conclusion was that there were no 

fundamental differences between Africans and Europeans. Even where there were 

thought to exist some intrinsic differences, these were undiscoverable. However, 

manifest differences that existed between the Europeans and Africans were generally 

as a result of experience of environmental factors which included climatic, infective, 

nutritional and cultural factors.
1076

  

But essential to the understanding of the Mau-Mau psychology, according to 

Carothers were the cultural factors. Certain common cultural characteristics of the 

Africans, discoverable in all pre-literate societies, conditioned “their mentality as 

adults on characteristic lines” in ways which were “strange to modern western 

Europeans.”
1077

 Such cultural characters, which developed gradually in the course of 

many centuries or thousands of years, essentially built on “meticulous rules” 

developed to curtail the animal-like desires in the pre-literate “man”.
1078

 These 

“socially integrative” rules, whose origins and meanings are lost in “the shadows of 
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antiquity”, are empirically and coercively presented to the individual from infancy 

onwards. The rules stifled “Africa natural curiosity” since their explanations was on 

“magical and animistic lines.”
1079

 The “animistic explanation” were said to be “too 

facile” and “too final” in such a way that they curtailed innate human urge to 

speculate. The rules left the African “individual” lacking in personal integration and 

largely lacking in reflection, foresight and responsibility and at the mercies of 

“traditional rules”.
1080

 Lack of conscious personal integration made the African fail to 

understand that neither the good nor the bad is absolute. Since the outer world 

impinged more on the African consciousness (usually so in terms of misfortune), then 

the world as well as the “outsiders” were essentially malevolent. In such a context, 

God whose “good and loving…personification of an orderly protecting principle is 

something rather abstract and remote.”
1081

  

In a life which was “cheap and full of fear” violence and sacrifices became a 

familiar experience even in the lives of children. As such “African attitude to life” and 

behaviour patterns were inspired by a background shaped by the hierarchy of “power” 

divided into “the dangerously powerful” and “the wholly powerless”.
1082

 In essence, 

what Carothers was saying is that since the Africans in Kenya had not developed a 

personal mental integration, they could not (indeed they lacked the capacity to) assess 

and reconcile elements of the past, present, and future in a way that “one‟s immediate 

desires” could be “subjugated to one‟s long-term interests.” The result of such a lack 

in personal synthesis was violent and unconstrained behaviour pattern.  

Beside the African‟s underdeveloped individualism delineated above, 

Carothers added that the Agĩkũyũ were doubly underdeveloped because of their 
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“forest psychology”.
1083

 Their closeness to the forests served as “protective and 

supportive” buffer zones. This closeness to the forest made them live “relatively 

isolated lives” where the “voice of the group is less insistent” and prone to 

“secretiveness, to suspicions and to scheming.”
1084

Carothers‟s point is very clear, the 

African subject, more so the Agĩkũyũ is not individuated. Albert Memmi identified 

this type of colonial depersonalisation of the colonised as “the mark of the plural”.
1085

 

The colonised were never characterised “in an individual manner” but only as 

“anonymous collectivity („they are this.‟ They are all the same.‟).”
1086

  

Carothers concluded that the “indigenous cultural modes” never faded and 

would largely permeate the lives of people who may seemingly appear to be 

“detribalized”.
1087

 He equated the nature of things at the height of Mau-Mau, to a 

community made up of doubly underdeveloped individuals who could not cope with 

the demands of civilisation. With the coming of the Europeans the “whole cultural 

machinery” quickly collapsed.
1088

 The rapidity of these changes left the Agĩkũyũ in 

“transitional state”.
1089

 However, the cultural collapse did not mean the demise of the 

“magical and animistic principles”. The codes of manners and a morality enforced by 

supernatural „wills‟ and a remote conception of a God remained firmly intact.
1090

 

Thus even with the alien influence and the training, the modern African grew up as 

before but “without building up a personal integrated and critical approach to life” 

and lacking the “sense of personal security that previously derived from the secure 
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and positive convictions of his elders.”
1091

 While “his „magic‟ modes of thought” 

persisted, the old constraints and faith were lost.
1092

  

Now with his sense of “adversity of a malevolent world” lost, Carothers 

added, transference of thought occurred. Still lacking the capacity to synthesis 

information and recognise that “the fault may lie in him”, the African quickly 

identified the lost world of evil spirits with the “Europeans and lay all his troubles at 

the latter‟s door.”
1093

 To compensate the increased anxiety, Carothers hypothesised 

that the Agĩkũyũ reacted in three varied but related ways. The first discernible way, 

according to Carothers, was for the Agĩkũyũ to atavistically seek out the “dead hand” 

of the past. The second way in which the community reacted was to produce “some 

new solution” – in this case Mau-Mau. Thirdly, other individuals of the Agĩkũyũ 

adopted “something satisfactory” to themselves from the alien culture in this case the 

Christian Revival movement arising as an urge to “achieve equality with Europeans” 

in a fast changing world.
1094

  

While Carothers‟s The Psychology of Mau-Mau, may have served other 

colonial needs as pointed out by Loomba,
1095

 I am of the opinion that this work 

became foundational in shaping the evangelistic hermeneutics needed by the colonial 

church to reform the wayward Africans. Carothers work was the first in the Kenya 

colony to pathologise Africans‟ resistance as an aspect of underdeveloped 

individualism.
1096

  

  

                                                 
1091

 Carothers, The Psychology of Mau-Mau, 7. 
1092

 Ibid. 
1093

 Ibid., 8. 
1094

 Ibid., 11. 
1095

 For Loomba, the writings on the African Psychology and psychiatry served the need to define 

Africans as fundamentally different from the Europeans. Loomba, Colonialism/Postcolonialism, 119. 
1096

 Loomba, Colonialism/Postcolonialism, 120. 



[267] 

 

7.3.2  The Bible as the Word of God: The Basis of Rehabilitation 

Following Carothers conclusions, missionaries concluded that the Agĩkũyũ 

had striven in fifty short years to master the intricate problems of European modern 

age.
1097

 To this end the Agĩkũyũ had come to the limit of their mental capacity leading 

to mental breakdown on a nation scale. Following Jung‟s observation in his book The 

Collective Unconsciousness, Adelphoi interpreted the perceived mental break down as 

a psychotic departure from the rational and implied escape from an impossible 

situation.
1098

 Having adopted Dr. Leakey and Dr. Carothers theses, the Colonial 

Church concluded that Mau-Mau oaths and all its psychological conditioning made 

the partaker of the oaths “outcast, so degenerate that he could never conceive himself 

as redeemable.”
1099

 “Every decent sentiment” had been completely destroyed thus 

leaving the followers to become “new and dreadful creatures in Mau-Mau” delighting 

in murder and cruelty.
1100

 The new enemy was more dangerous than “materialism” 

and “paganism”, one that demanded “a vision to realise that the answer is the Lord‟s 

promise to make a new creature of the very worst.”
1101

 “The Lord Christ” was the 

only “answer to Kenya‟s problems”. 

The hermeneutical principle of the Bible as the Word of God and the Word of 

Truth found its place as the beginning point of bringing back sanity.
1102

 Mau-Mau was 

said to be “an evil” with “surprising echo from a very recent savage past.”
1103

 It 

involved retrogression to the known ways and familiar customs of bygone days. 

Therefore, to respond to the kind of atavism evident in Mau-Mau, missionaries 
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likewise required a reaching back to the foundations of the “civilising mission” 

principle as legitimising missionaries‟ presence in colonial Kenya.
1104

 The harking 

back offered the opportunity to repeat and remind the colonised that missionaries had 

every right to read and interpret the Bible for the sake of the colonised.
1105

 In the 

process of harking back into the mission pioneering past, the Bible is brought to bear. 

At this point, the Bible is lifted with all clarity that it is the Word of God and the 

Word of truth. The Word must not only light up the retrieved past but it must also 

light up the immediate situation. The principle of the Bible as the Word of God and 

the Word of Truth would also reflect and transmit the colonial vision.
1106

 As a result, 

the scriptures fittingly served, on one hand, the purpose of naming and demonising 

the Mau-Mau and the Agĩkũyũ. On the other hand the Bible was used to justify and 

legitimise colonial programme of rehabilitation.  

Once the Mau-Mau activities became public the colonial church declared it “a 

spiritual evil” that had to be fought “with spiritual weapons” of Ephesians 6:12.
1107

 

The Christian Council of Kenya made it clear that the struggle was one, “not between 

African and European, but between the forces of good and evil… a spiritual 

movement…of the devil and therefore fundamentally anti-Christian.”
1108

 As such 

missionaries argued that they could not cave in to the demands of Gĩkũyũ 

“gangsterism” since, 

a madman cannot be held responsible for their actions, but he cannot be 

allowed to murder at will; we hold no brief for the criminals who have worked 

upon the minds of their countrymen, aiming to produce just brutal frenzy from 

which we now all suffer” for “education without faith in God is poison.”
1109
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Mau-Mau also expressed something very deeply entrenched in many of the 

Agĩkũyũ. It went deeper than anti-European feeling, deeper than a sense of 

grievances. It was a spiritual movement, “albeit of the devil”. It was made up of non-

Christian and semi-Christians not “prepared to pay the price of putting off the works 

of darkness and walking in the light”.
1110

 Mau-Mau adherents were said to envy “the 

emotional release and joy of the Revival Christians” but instead sought “fulfilment in 

a fellowship of hatred and darkness on patriotic lines of returning to Kikuyu customs 

and witchcraft”.
1111

 Mau-Mau was a “Satanic cult” and “a moral and spiritual evil 

born in the lowest hell”
 
which could only be conquered by spiritual weapons.

1112
 

Nationalism was said to be “the mischief wrought in secret by the Devil himself, the 

advance of Evolution amongst the species.”
1113

 It was likened to a disease which had 

suddenly assumed epidemic proportions.
1114

 Therefore, the Church was to respond “to 

the challenge of apostasy and persecution with a more vigorous evangelism and 

uncompromising witness.”
1115

  

Commenting on Mau-Mau a year after its inception, Bishop Walter Carey, 

described it as “a horror of great darkness” represented in “Kenyatta: a very powerful 

man gone wrong, so that he gets near an incarnation of the spirit, the personal spirit, 

of evil.”
1116

 The battle of Titians that faced the colonial churches was now than ever 

before between “the personal powerful impact of goodness” and equally personal the 

“mysterious awful power of evil”. The power of evil was declared to be “full-grown” 
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and one could feel its presence as personally as something “vile, rejoicing in iniquity, 

hating God, loathing Christ, a deadly enemy to all goodness and innocence and 

beauty.”
1117

 Anyone who could not feel its force was “just blind, blind, blind” and 

needed the help of “St. Paul or even Kipling” who personally knew this powerful 

force of evil.
1118

  

In juxtaposing Paul and Rudyard Kipling
1119

, Carey was doing more than 

highlighting “Christian Common Sense”. Carey was reinforcing the colonial dialectic 

of self and other as well as heightening binary opposites. If colonised people are 

irrational, Europeans are rational; if Africans are barbaric, Europe is the civilisation. 

In his commentary Carey portrayed Kenyatta as one who had, though tragically, left 

his “accustomed place” of barbarity only to return with vengeance.
1120

 He reminded 

his readers that the colonial churches‟ effort to bring light into the darkest place of the 

world was not over yet. Indeed, it needed both the insights of Paul and Kipling to 

bring it to bear. Carey‟s appeal also reinforced colonial stereotyping and 

representation of colonial subjects as “unalterably alien”.
1121

 As discussed elsewhere, 

it is in this act of “othering” that became the basis on which mission societies made 

commitment to co-operate with the colonial government in order to fend off Mau-
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Mau influence “so that the just rights of all may be secured for the future, and the 

Kingdom of God may be set forward.”
1122

 I am of the opinion, however, that the 

hermeneutical principle that saw the Bible as the Word of God and the Word of Truth 

and as the answer to the Mau-Mau problem, rendered impotent the idea of the 

“civilising mission” as a progressive, ordered whole. This is because, by using the 

Word of God in collusion with the colonial programmes intended to break the 

African‟s body and mind, missionaries participated in what Bhabha terms as the “act 

of epistemic violence” that transgressed their own “frame of reference” and disturbed 

their civilising vision.
1123

 Any reading and interpretation of the Bible from this point 

of reference is anything else but objective. 

7.3.3  The Bible as the Manual for Life 

The second hermeneutical principle was to hold the Bible as the instruction 

manual through which the deluded Africans would be “led back to the right path of 

sanity and commonsense.”
1124

 As such one entered the Bible for answers to the crisis. 

Hebrew 7:25 was taken as the basis of reform with the dictum that “religion must not 

be taught, but convincingly lived”.
1125

 The new community was to be rebuilt “on 

sound” New Testament lines while practising Luke 10:27 in the social and economic 

arena.
1126

 The principle, just like the first one, disregarded missionaries‟ cultural and 

political biases as readers and interpreters of the manual. Missionaries‟ involvement 

in the rehabilitation programme was not just as Christians but also as members of the 
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privileged ruling class that was ready to defend at all cost its hold on power, its status 

quo and the integrity of the British Empire. This did not, however, stop the colonial 

churches from assuming the role of rebuilding the old waste places using ideas of 

Jesus Christ taken as “the most dynamic, devastating and positively constructive ideas 

in the world.”
1127

 

7.3.4  The Universality of Biblical Messages 

The third hermeneutical principle was to read and interpret the Word as valid 

at all times and applicable in all situations. Reading and interpretation were based on 

the principle that all people were equal in God‟s eyes and from the maxim that all are 

“sinners”, whether sin was of the Mau-Mau variety or not. Paul‟s message to the 

Romans in Roman 3:23; 6:23 that “all have sinned and come short of the glory of 

God,” and “the wage of sin is death” served this need.
1128

 The hope was to stimulate 

confessions and repentance. Through Christian propaganda both the Church and the 

government hoped to convince all that “a Christian confession and a Christian 

„cleansing‟” was the beginning to “recovery of conscience, heart and will” which 

opened up “a new life for the lost and hopeless.”
1129

 It was added that Jesu precious 

blood could cleanse away every sin. Jesu commanded all to come to repentance, to 

trust in him, to receive Him as personal Saviour and Lord.
1130

 When closely analysed, 

however, the concept of unversalisation reveals a Western criteria of evaluation which 

condemned that which is local and particular (in this case, elements of resistance) 

while that which passed as universalism though equated to biblical values were in 

actual fact the colonisers‟ cultural values.  
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7.3.5  Apocalyptic Vision:  

The fourth hermeneutical principle was to use the Bible to conjure in the 

convict‟s mind images of an apocalyptic vision of future life in the colony and the 

violent apocalyptic vision of destruction of evil. The Church triumphantly charged 

“Now is the accepted time, now is the day of salvation.”
1131

 It was the accepted time 

to declare “Christ, the Hope of the World.”
1132

 The evangelistic goal of biblical 

readings and interpretations used was to reclaim the Africans from the grasp of 

“Satan” and reintroduce them to the “true” Gospel.
1133

 Therefore, it was demanded 

that the Africans confess in order to lift their “load of guilt” leaving “the door open 

for a further step on the way to recovery.”
1134

 In addition to confession, the goal was 

also to lead detainees to salvation, forgiveness for coldness, and backsliding.
1135

 The 

detainee had to know that if he or she qualified for release, “he would have a future to 

look forward to and that he would be reabsorbed in his community, or, if necessary, 

resettled elsewhere”.
1136

 

Those willing to confess their connection with Mau-Mau had to broadcast 

their statements of confession to the whole camp through the loudspeaker system 

giving their names and renouncing Mau-Mau.
1137

 They had to publicly renounce all 

association with “the evil”, denounce it, and then “cooperate in the reclamation of 
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their neighbours in detention.”
1138

 The Church had to “test the sincerity of such 

repentance” as it stood “on the Gospel assurance that forgiveness is offered in Christ 

to the least, the last and the worst.”
1139

 Then those who sought restoration were 

readmitted in a public service after a period of catechetical instructions.
1140

 

“Converted in Jesus” became the norm. Those “converted” claimed that they had fully 

surrendered to Jesus after realising that if they “had died before renouncing Mau-Mau 

it would have been eternal loss. Now if they die, they would go to be with Jesus, for 

He had saved them.”
1141

 D.M. Miller summarised it as an, “epic story of the power of 

the Gospel transforming Mau-Mau hearts and bringing about a new creation so 

complete as to disqualify old ways and reconstruct a new man, born again of the Spirit 

of God.”
1142

 Those who left the concentration camps came out with one thing to 

confess: “I leave Manyani with the gift of eternal life”; “I praise the Lord very, very 

much for bringing me into detention”; “Manyani has been gain to me”. In essence, 

Manyani became the place for salvation. The “converted” individuals returned to their 

villages politically passive, as loyalists and as spiritual heroes.  

The new identification succeeded in producing an image of identity where the 

colonial subject assumed that image. Those who wanted to become the “Converted 

ones” had to accept the colonisers‟ invitation to the identity of the “saved, and 

consequently… brother in Christ.”
1143

 To exist, the African had to respond to this call. 

By doing so the colonial church successfully used the scriptures to naturalise colonial 

propaganda which now passed as true conversion. Anthony Appiah eloquently 

captures such a transformation when he says that “ideologies succeed to the extent 
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that they are invisible, in the moment that their fretwork of assumptions passes 

beneath consciousness; genuine victories are won without a shot being fired.”
1144

 But 

even in this moment of invitation there still remains the “unsaved” that still needs “the 

Saviour.”
1145

 These were the “hardcore” and “politically subversive, and spiritually 

defunct” who remained “intensely introspective, morbidly bound up with their own 

condition, and with little incentive to make them out of themselves.”
1146

  

7.3.6  Strategies: Free Bibles, Direct and Indirect Persuasions 

To make rehabilitation possible, it required united efforts of the Government 

and the Christian Churches.
1147

 It was particularly thought important to engage 

experienced Church ministers and evangelists in every camp.
1148

 Other strategies 

included bombarding the “convicts” through camps‟ broadcasting system which 

amplified the message of salvation and “Jesus as the Way, the Truth and the Life”.
1149

 

Hymns and Gospel records were frequently played in the vernacular
1150

 which were 

played followed by “a direct Gospel talk, prayer, the distribution of Scriptures and 
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Gospel literature”.
1151

 Bibles, Scripture booklets and tracts (in Gĩkũyũ, Swahili, and 

English) were made available by the British and Foreign Bible Society and the 

Scripture Gift Mission.
1152

 Phillips recorded that everywhere in the camps one could 

see Gĩkũyũ Bibles or New Testaments. Bibles lay “on men‟s blankets, on the office 

tables, all over the hospital, and being carried round in detainees‟ hands…waiting in 

the Outpatients‟ Department, and even when squatting on the ground, in rows of 

five‟s, waiting to be counted, just before the evening‟s lock-up.”
1153

 In addition, 

preaching method through illustrations used humorous incident or story or “just a 

simple, childish story.”
1154

 Anti-Mau-Mau skits were played repeatedly on Radio and 

by the Mobile units. wa Thiong‟o observed that radio drama were always made with 

the African as a clown. The drama of the mindless clown‟s main goal was to make 

Africans “laugh at their own stupidity and simplicity”.
1155

  

The story was the same in the villages. Everywhere missionaries travelled they 

reported large numbers of children in Sunday school, and an ever growing adult 

congregation gathering to hear “the Word of life”.
1156

 Mobile Units were put in place 

with vans fitted with public address equipment with a lay evangelist and a driver. For 

example in “New life in Kenya”, Rudolph Cribb discussed at length the importance of 

the “Spiritual commando force” which first went into action in February 1954 under 

the banner “The Church on the Wheels”.
1157

 Through loud speakers, they broadcasted 
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well known hymns, prayers and scriptures from the Gĩkũyũ New Testament and the 

gramophone playing records. Sermons preached were on one theme “The two ways, 

of Good and Evil, facing men today.” “Church on the Wheels” aimed at reaching 

“isolated groups in the bush, Home Guard posts, Chief‟s camps or labouring “gangs” 

on community development because people had “lost all contact with 

Christianity.”
1158

 With a “multi-racial team working” on these vans and eating 

together, they aimed at recreating “a Christian community among the Kikuyu in the 

bush.”
1159

  

By the middle of 1956 political expression on the national level had virtually 

disappeared among the Agĩkũyũ.
1160

 This was also followed by the destruction of the 

community‟s social and economic foundations.
1161

 The customary mode of life was 

severely damaged by emergency regulations, removal of nearly more than half of the 

male population and villaginisation. Sickness and malnutrition among the children 

multiplied.
1162

 Charges of bribery and corruption were said to be rampant among 

village leaders (majority of whom were loyal Christians). They could withhold or pass 

information to the colonial authorities as to who was “really” cooperative or not. They 

also made recommendations on who should be allowed to return to village life.
1163
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7.3.7  Signs of Dissidence Discourse  

The dangerous path that Emergency and detention laws took caused 

discomfort in some missionary quarters. The wide range of atrocities carried out by 

British soldiers and African forces against the Agĩkũyũ were widely reported.
1164

 

Dissidence discourse, although located within and co-opted by the colonial system, 

subverted the very system from within. In a general way, as Sugirtharajah observes, 

this type of oppositional hermeneutics ameliorated colonialism as well as tempering 

its predatory intentions.
1165

 Even though its main agenda may not have been to 

overturn and overrun colonialism (as a matter of fact the dissenting voices fully 

embraced colonialism), “in its own innocuous way it caused unsettlement, dislocation, 

and placed a question mark over territorial and cultural expansion.”
1166

 

For example, D.D. O‟Brien attacked the religious campaign as a “religious 

war” where missionaries were spreading “Christianity at the point of the Bayonet.”
1167

 

Further, Rev. David Steel, Moderator of the Church of Scotland in Kenya called for 

the formation of a judicial commission of experts in constitutional law to pronounce 

on the legality of much of our Emergency legislation and the other orders in the 

colonial War Council, “many which may be without the framework of constitutional 

law, and giving the appearance of legality for practices not only unjust in the eyes of 

God, but illegal by the accepted law of man”.
1168

 He remarked that the Church itself 

was not guiltless; having remained silent too long in public (though repeated 

representations had been made to Government in private). He added “the Church dare 
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not, and will not, stand aside when Christian Principles are abrogated and when our 

great traditions of government, based on those principles, are being violated and 

shamed”.
1169

  

The Christian Council of Kenya likewise lamented that “the demoralising 

effect on loyal Kikuyu and others of indiscriminate retaliation and a failure to 

maintain strictly the rule of law, may well have already prejudiced the future of a 

multi-racial community in Kenya”.
1170

 The provost of Nairobi in the same manner, 

quoting Kenya European elected members nine-point policy statement (second 

clause), demanded action in order to promote the Christian ethics “right down into the 

arena of politics, and applying it without distinction to black and white and brown 

alike, without fear or favour… an essential part of the Christian ethic to maintain law 

and order by lawful means.”
1171

 He continued, “If in suppressing rebellion, we 

ourselves break the law, what respect can we expect? How can we ask others to do 

what we do not? And what has become of the highfalutin talk of Christian ethics?”
1172

  

The three individuals discussed above raised new questions which put the 

credibility of the colonial church‟s claims on hermeneutics. The colonial church‟s 

ideas of geographical possession, legitimacy and redemption disguised the colonial 

power situation. It also failed to respond objectively in its interpretation of biblical 

understanding of Christian mission. The three also exposed the biases and 

contractions in the colonial hermeneutics disguised in the civilising mission and 

colonial stereotyping. Such hermeneutics ignored the fact that human beings are 

involved in multiple relationships with God, neighbour, world, and self. 

Consequently, colonial hermeneutics lacked the moral grounding to bring to bear the 
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idea of justice based on human dignity and human sacredness, suffering, conflict and 

power. Another point that needs attention is the rehabilitation‟s ultimate goal of 

reforming the Africans to return to the innocence of the pre-resistance days. This 

stance ignores the facts of history. Just as the Africans could not return to the 

inglorious or glorious pre-colonial days, in the same manner it was no longer possible 

to return to the glorious pioneering days. Both the Africans and the missionaries were 

intricately woven together within the processes of subversion and resistance. Each 

formed and transformed the other. There was no way rehabilitation was to remain a 

one way course. This is a fact that becomes clear when we consider the Revival 

movement. Missionaries‟ ethnocentric approach to the Bible largely informed the 

Revivalists biblical interpretation through assimilation and mimicry, but the 

Revivalists equally rejected some of the principles that informed colonial 

hermeneutics.  

7.4  The Revival: Origins 

The Revival Movement was a group united by a common perspective on how 

all Christians should interpret and apply the teachings of the Bible. The group 

maintained an ecumenical stature drawing its members from all the Mission-founded 

churches in the Kenya colony. During its early days, due to severe opposition from 

the Mission churches discussed below, the movement almost became a sprinter group 

like the other African Independent or Indigenous churches. But as the Revalists won 

many of the mission-trained clergy such as the Anglican Bishop Obadiah Kariũki and 

elders to their fold, they vowed to maintain their membership in their respective 

churches - a phenomenon not witnessed before in the Kenyan Colony.
1173

 In most 
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occasions, the Revivalists identified themselves with fellow members of the group 

rather than with their ethnic kin and kith. The missionaries also came to accept and 

interpret the group as “the nucleus” of “a lay movement of evangelism” in colonial 

Kenya.
1174

  

In this section, there are two main things that interest me about the Revivalists 

as conscious members of a new social and religious group that identified itself 

differently from the rest so far discussed.
1175

 The first is the complex relationship 

developed between missionaries and the Revivalists in the days of Mau-Mau. The 

second thing is their hermeneutical view of the Bible and of the world which they 

lived in. At one point the Revivalists evoke the principle of interpretation where the 

Bible was taken literally as the Word of God but at another they refused to engage in 

the kind of interpretation that colonialism was inviting them to embrace. The Revival 

movement attests to the fact that colonialism could not succeed in controlling how the 

Bible was read and interpreted even after witnessing the massive cultural take-over in 

detention camps and villages. As ordinary readers, the revivalists expanded the idea of 

common sense hermeneutics.  

The Revival Movement in Kenya was an offshoot of the Balokole
1176

 Revival 

in Uganda. The Balokole movement was first founded by Simeoni Nsibambi who 

later partnered with Dr. Joe Church (C.M.S. missionary doctor at Gahini Ruanda 

Mission centre).
1177

 The first manifestation of the Revival as a large scale movement 
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was in 1933 at Gahini in Rwanda at a convention organised during Christmas and 

New Year. Blasio Kigozi (Nsibambi‟s younger brother) preached at the convention 

sparking the fires of Revival which spread into Uganda (1935) and later into the 

Kenya colony (1936).
1178

 Bishop Obadiah Kariũki mentions that he entered 

theological college in 1936 as the revival was sweeping through Kenya.
1179

  

7.4.1  The Revival and the Missionaries   

In the days of Mau-Mau and its aftermath, the Revival movement came to 

represent what missionaries saw as “a faithful remnant; a Church purged and revived 

… a small but a wonderful fellowship”.
1180

 Missionaries interpreted the Mau-Mau 

debacle as divinely designed so that God could use “the wrath of men” to cleanse and 

purify the Church.
1181

 As attendance in mission churches dwindled, it was reported 

that a chapter in the history of the Gĩkũyũ Church was closing, but not in defeat. 

Many anti-colonial Agĩkũyũ were leaving “the Church” to join various religious 

“movements” or “sects” which had sprung up.
1182

 The revivalists remained the only 

group “loyal to its Lord and Saviour … demonstrating a quality of living which 

authenticates the truth of the Gospel”.
1183

 The hope of the colonial church now rested 

in this “small strong nucleus, a noble army of martyrs, proven in the fire, unshaken 

and unshakable, to build up the Kikuyu Church of the future.”
1184

 Through the 

Revival movement God was “calling out and separating unto Himself a united African 
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Church for His own praise and glory.”
1185

 In it was the possibility of the translation of 

the Gospel into the indigenous African sensibilities.
1186

 

7.4.1a  Opposition to the Revival Movement in the Colonial Churches 

The relationship between the revalists and the mission churches remained 

ambiguous from the group‟s inception in Kenya right until after the Emergency was 

declared. Rev. R. Macpherson pointed out that the early attitude towards the 

movement was one full of mistrust mixed with fear.
1187

 The revivalists were seen by 

the mission-oriented African church leaders as emotional and unbalanced, demoniacs, 

and degenerate.
1188

 Some compared them to the people referred to in 2 Timothy 3:6 as 

holding “captive of „silly women‟”.
1189

 By November 1948 Macpherson reported that 

the mission church could not agree on how to deal or what to do with the revivalists 

also referred to as “Ruandaites”.
1190

 According to Bishop Obadiah Kariũki (one of the 

earliest revivalists in Gĩkũyũ), opposition against the movement started because of 

their emphasis on salvation through Jesus Christ and the blood which was thought to 

go “against the existing rules for the propagation of the gospel.”
1191

 They were 
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forbidden to hold meetings inside church buildings and had to find new places for 

fellowship meetings and worship, mainly under the shade of any large tree.
1192

 

On their part, missionaries, while longing for some kind of revival in the 

mission churches, were opposed to the particular manifestation of revival among the 

revivalists. They were particularly uncomfortable with the revivalists‟ hypercritical 

stance against the clergy and its dependency on doctrines rather than the Bible. The 

revivalists‟ element of separatism also worried the mission churches.
1193

 Yet 

missionaries embraced the revivalists for their show of “much devotion to duty and 

energetic service”.
1194

 The revivalists‟ courage to stand against the principles of Mau-

Mau inspired admiration from the missionaries. In Building Kenya‟s Future
1195

 the 

colonial church celebrated and honoured “martyrs”.
1196

   

Despite the missionaries‟ honour to the movement, the revivalists were caught 

in “a cleft stick”, as Bishop Kariũki put it.
1197

 The revivalists‟ refusal to be engaged in 

“the world” bore the blunt force of the Mau-Mau and from the colonial forces. In 
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most part, the Revival Christians stood alone in their opposition to Mau-Mau.
1198

 

Some refused to take the Mau-Mau oath of unity. Bishop Kariũki wrote that with the 

coming of Mau-Mau, “the courage the Revival brethren had shown in defending our 

spiritual principles at the height of the Revival movement, with the attendant 

harassment by the conservative elements in the church, now had to face its hardest 

test.”
1199

 At the time anyone confessing the Christian faith could suffer death at the 

hands of freedom fighters, particularly if suspected to be an informer or collaborator. 

Kariũki added that the situation worsened when European missionaries who had been 

running churches and pastorates before the Mau-Mau disturbances, were moved out 

of the “hotspots” leaving the Africans to defend the faith with courage and even with 

their lives.
1200

 In addition, the revivalists were considered an embarrassment for their 

pacifism in times when absolute loyalty was demanded.
1201

 The revivalists‟ pacifism 

was seen as one of their general weaknesses. They refused to carry weapons when 

serving as Home Guards. In the eyes of the colonial authorities, no African, not even a 

revivalist, was above suspicion.  

7.4.2  The Revival Experience: Brethren Hermeneutics  

The Revival movement followed traditional Biblical literalism and wholly 

depended on the Holy Spirit for illumination and interpretation. They had “a great 

keenness for Bible teaching”.
1202

 We can glean from a sermon by Revivalist Leonard 

Chege the pattern that a typical sermon followed.
1203

 The sermon in discussion was 

taken from John 1:4, „In Him was life; and the life was the light of men.‟ Chege dealt 

with the verse somewhat as follows: - “Have you got that life? Is the life of Christ in 
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you? Are you sure you have it? If you have it, how is it you go on slandering people? 

How can the life of Christ slander?”
1204

 

The first thing we note from this “sermon” is that the preacher selectively 

chose a specific part of the Bible while ignoring other parts. Miss Mowat followed a 

similar format in one of her addresses.
1205

 At one such occasion she preached from 1 

John 3:16 aiming to teach the “unsaved” about the challenges of a Christian as well as 

self-sacrifice and service.
1206

 Those who accepted the message like Rahabu “told how 

the Lord had blessed her from 1 John 1:9, and how she was finding liberty day by day 

in obedience. Another spoke of 1 John 3, and still another from 2 Cor. 5:17.
1207

 The 

second thing we note is that the interpreter of the scripture chosen, dealt with the text 

pre-critically.
1208

 The text is taken literally as a source of inspiration for learning and 

affirmation. Thirdly, as Wimbush says of the African slaves in American, the 

revivalist‟s reading given above reflects a “hermeneutic characterized by looseness, 

even playfulness, vis-à-vis the bible texts themselves”.
1209

 In this case, Chege‟s 

interpretation is not just controlled by the words of the text but also by the issues of 

life and death, of salvation and judgment of the broken life and self.
1210

 Apart from 

these examples of the revalists‟ interpretative moves, I have also identified other 

important resources and readings of the Bible that revalists employed as ordinary 

hermeneuts. But before I discuss these resources and readings, I need to discuss one 

more point. 
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In this section, I am suggesting that the reading of biblical texts witnessed in 

Chege‟s sermon discussed above, should be seen in light of Carothers‟ pejorative 

conclusion that from deep within, the revivalists had to deal with what Bhabha refers 

to as the “struggle of psychic representation and social reality.”
1211

 In this case the 

interpretation of the text came as a psychic compensation of “a battlefield, on which 

the Powers of Light and Darkness” were at war, “with little hope of happiness in this 

world”.
1212

 While I cannot accept Carothers‟ hypothesis at its face value, in my 

opinion, there is an element of possibility in Carothers‟ estimation. That is to say that 

the Revival movement, though based on “genuine religious awe and genuine 

conviction” and arising within the framework of “orthodox Christianity”, supplied 

“the people‟s dire emotional, spiritual and social needs.”
1213

 In other words, the 

revivalists‟ reading of the Bible represents another side of the common sense 

hermeneutics of a subordinated group. I am inclined to agree with James Scott, as 

utilised by Gerald West, when he argues that a careful analysis of the discourse of 

resistance reveals a “hidden transcript” rarely taken into account when analysing 

theories of hegemony.
1214

  

“The hidden transcript” as defined by James Scott, refers to “the speech acts” 

and other practices (usually spoken behind the back of the dominant), through which a 

subordinated group critiques the powerful group that has denigrated and dominated 

them.
1215

 This discourse, according to Scott, takes place in “a restricted „public‟ or 
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social circle that excludes…certain specified others.”
1216

 The “public” place becomes 

a “partial refuge” from the humiliations of domination and a place where the 

dominated establish their dignity. The primary objective of such a script is survival 

through which the subordinated group creates a “discourse of dignity, of negation, and 

of justice.”
1217

 In this safe social site, rather than take up guns or openly defy the 

powers that be, the subordinated group acts out forms of resistance and defiance 

which would not have been possible in “power-laden encounters with the 

dominant.”
1218

 “The hidden transcript” therefore acts as a barrier and a veil which the 

dominant cannot penetrate. In the eyes of the dominant, the subordinated portrays an 

image of submission and compliance. “The public transcript” positively misleads the 

dominant who most likely will never know the true feelings and the whole story about 

power relations. If this analysis is correct, then it is possible to understand why the 

revivalists evoked the principle of interpretation where the Bible was taken as the 

Word of God while at the same time they utilised resources and readings that did not 

embrace the kind of interpretation that colonialism was inviting them to embrace.  

7.4.2a  Ecumenical and Mass Conventions 

One of the unique resources of the Revival movement was ecumenical mass 

conventions not witnessed before in the mission churches. The Revival with all its 

sincere engagement with the colonial church reaffirmed the spiritual responsibility of 

the laity in the church (not to mention its anti-clericalism.) Chege‟s sermon quoted 

above, for example, betrays a revivalists‟ claim to individual freedom in the 

interpretation of the Bible. In the revivalists‟ opinion, the spread of the Gospel no 

longer needed missionaries‟ sanctioning or the Church‟s authority. They belittled and 

denied validity of any other conversion experience apart from the one that came as a 
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result of the revivalist preaching. They slighted the ordained ministry and the efficacy 

of sacraments.
1219

  

As ordinary church members the revivalists were on fire to carry the message 

everywhere.
1220

 With the lack of confidence in the church leadership, they organised, 

funded and led their own mass conventions.
1221

 In these conventions, the Revival 

group leaders, discussed and with the “help” from the Holy Spirit chose a special 

biblical text as the theme of the convention.
1222

 For example, the 1944 convention‟s 

theme drawn from Romans 13:11-12, pointed to the “need for being ready for the 

coming of the Lord and a call to Christians to awake from sleep and put on the whole 

armour of God that they may stand in this evil day.”
1223

 The Kabete Convention
1224

 

called all in the Kenya colony to “come now, and let us reason together, said the 

Lord” (Isaiah 1: 17) combined with the Lord‟s invitation in Matthew 2: 28.
1225

 The 

group‟s leadership was also responsible for choosing as many as four or five speakers 

invited from other parts of the colony and even from other colonies to give short 

addresses which were interspersed with fervent prayer for the blessing of God at each 

session.
1226

 In every convention new hymns were produced drawing content and 

meanings from the theme text and were sung in companies of young people.
1227
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In addition, the revivalists‟ sense of fellowship went beyond their ethnic 

identity and family. This understanding would later put them into direct confrontation 

with the Mau-Mau nationalists who expected all of the Agĩkũyũ to act together on 

matters affecting their common welfare. The conventions, such as the Kabete one, 

were major ecumenical gatherings with people coming from all parts of Kenya 

including Mombasa, Kisumu and Marsabit as well as Tanganyika.
1228

 During the 

Mau-Mau crisis the Revival group radicalised the apocalyptic meaning of its calling 

as the new community. Where the colonial church aimed at breaking the “group 

mentality” and any communal participation in the act of interpretation, the revivalists 

upheld the place of the individual in relation to the appropriation of the Bible but also 

incorporated communal participation in these mass conventions which became 

integral part of the Revival. Nothing needed come between man and God and nothing 

needed come between revivalists. A genuine revivalist is the one who had “the zeal 

for fellowship”.
 1229

 They revived the old African handshake for those who were in 

fellowship and referred to each other as brothers and sisters. After their worship 

services they would gather in a wide circle for testimonies. It is here that the newly 

converted became known to the others. The “circle” also formed the basis of the 

explosion revival and “release from sin and new spiritual power.”
1230

 

In these conventions, the revivalists came to hear more than read the word.  

Those listening to the “sermons”, which according to Dr. Irvine were always spiced 

with an African‟s knowledge of “African village life and its temptations”, would 

remember and retell what they had heard for many days after the conventions were 
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over.
1231

 Therefore, the acts of reading, hearing, remembering, retelling and even 

singing the stories of the Bible in the context of these ecumenical conventions, 

became communal acts where every revivalist was an active participant. Miss Mowat, 

for example, described one of such ecumenical gatherings as “an unforgettable 

experience to all who had the privilege of being present and of witnessing the mighty 

acts of the Holy Spirit.”
1232

 The organisation of the mass conventions, their 

ecumenical nature, and the selection of guiding texts among others attest to an 

embodied hermeneutical process in which the revivalists as ordinary indigenous 

readers were also predisposed to “a general critical consciousness” as they 

appropriated the Bible.
1233

  

7.4.2b  The Blood of Christ as a “Hidden Transcript” 

Another, characteristic that I identify as a hallmark showing that something 

fundamentally different was taking place in the way the revivalists were reading the 

Bible as ordinary readers, was their distinct hermeneutics (though unwritten) which 

emphasised on conversion through the washing by the blood of Jesus and an 

assurance that one is „saved‟ by Jesus Christ in a personal way.
1234

 The revivalists 

couched their hermeneutical starting point from Matthew 26:28 and Hebrew 9-10 

with particular emphasis on 9:22.
1235

 Every reading of the text had to ultimately bear 

witness to the “true” salvation as coming only through the washing by the blood of 

Christ, the blood that he shed on Calvary.
1236
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While this interpretation resembles the classic idea of atonement as articulated 

by most fundamentalists and evangelicals worldwide, the revivalists understanding of 

“The Blood” was almost magical giving it its own reality other than the Christ they 

professed. The idea of being “washed in the Blood” was epitomised and committed to 

memory through the Luganda hymn Tukutendereza Yesu (Glory, glory to the lamb or 

we praise you Jesus) which became the theme song of the revivalists in East Africa. 

Perhaps the efficacy of the sacrificial blood of the lamb or goat within the indigenous 

religious beliefs resonated well with the revivalists‟ understanding of the blood of 

Jesus Christ.
1237

 One thing which is clear to me in this type of reading and 

interpretation is that the revivalists, as pre-critical ordinary readers, were predisposed 

to reading the Bible thematically.  

In addition, when interpreted in light of James Scott‟s “hidden transcript” 

another picture emerges. This picture is better understood in light of the Mau-Mau 

crisis. I have already intimated elsewhere in this chapter, that the missionaries 

frowned at the Revival group‟s pacificism which was interpreted as its main 

weakness. But according to John Gatũ, the revivalists saw it differently. Many of the 

revivalists who refused to take the Mau-Mau oath of unity did so saying, “Having 

taken the blood of Jesus, I cannot take any other blood.”
1238

 The theme of the blood of 

Jesus takes new meaning in this interpretation. In the “public” arena the discourse 

helped shield the revivalists from the Mau-Mau oath-taking activities and from 

accusation by the colonial government that they were complacent to Mau-Mau 

activities. In their own Christian experience, they chose not to support Mau-Mau not 

because of the general attitudes levied by the Europeans, but because of the 

conviction that war was wrong and not supportable biblically. However, as a “hidden 
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transcript”, it served as a commentary against colonial “churchism” which demanded 

that one had to meet certain catechetical requirements and pass examinations before 

one could be baptised or be accepted into the “body” of Christ.
1239

 According to the 

revivalists, it is only the blood of Jesus which was needed for one to become a 

Christian and for one to join the Christian church.
1240

 In their eyes, the Bible was not 

the Word of God unless interpreted via “the precious Blood of the Lamb” which 

cleanse those who hear it and believe. The Bible in this case, to follow Gerald West, 

is taken metaphorically as “a symbol than a text”.
1241

 The Bible as a symbol of power 

and authority gives the revivalists a new identity. The “precious Blood of the Lamb” 

transforms the revivalists to assume this new identity long denied by the mission 

church.  

Although the revivalists‟ reading was predisposed to follow specific themes as 

argued above, such a reading was not innocent. Any reading, just like in the colonial 

circles, was predetermined and expected to produce specific results: mainly 

confession. Every text read and interpreted had to produce a sense of guilt towards 

God for offences against his love towards others. The songs, sermons and testimonies 

given served as indirect or veiled commentaries on social situation or personal 

behaviours. Sin was specifically defined as those moral failures based on Mark 7: 21-

22.
1242

 Sin was also associated with certain outward habits such as alcoholism, 

smoking, tobacco snuffing, all types of dancing foreign or African, wearing beards 

(men) and ornaments for women, adultery, and theft among others. All those who 
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struggled with personal issues were directed to 1 John 1:9.
1243

 After any individual 

accepted to convert, the revivalists broke into spontaneous songs, testimonies and 

prayers.
1244

 Confession involved “strong emotion, with tears”.
1245

   

7.4.2c  Hermeneutics of Reconciliation 

A notable characteristic of the revivalists as a group was its egalitarianism 

which witnessed radical interpretation of the Bible in a way that relativised the 

problem of race and colour bar. It was the only group in colonial Kenya that can be 

said to have been above ethnic politics.
1246

 Those who converted to become 

revivalists confessed the sin of “hatred and resentment” of white people. Many sought 

European missionaries in private “to apologise for having had bitter feelings about 

white people”.
1247

 Missionaries referred to the Revival movement as the only 

movement that was able to offer “the only key to the problem of inter-racial suspicion 

and hate.”
1248

 

Theirs was a hermeneutics of reconciliation. The revivalists‟ use of the Bible 

emphasised texts that referred to acceptance tolerance and love for one‟s neighbour as 

opposed to an emphasis on texts that focused on conflict. For example, one a 

revivalist confessed his or her “dislike of the white race”, the revalists would invoke 

Paul‟s words in Galatians 3:28 with the emphasis that they were “All one in 
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Christ”.
1249

 They referred to Europeans as “their brothers that come from Europe”. 

They argued that only the Truth revealed in Christ could free men and women 

ushering in peace and harmony between individuals and races.
1250

 While such an 

interpretation revitalised hermeneutics it did not obliterate social status and even 

racial identification. 

7.4.2d  Political Consciousness 

Another important characteristic of the revivalists‟ hermeneutics was its lack 

of political consciousness. The immediate future of the country was nothing to them 

as compared to the impending divine judgment on the ungodly and non-believers. 

Even as missionaries acknowledged that colonial Kenya remained “a land of conflict 

and political unrest” where “subversive influences” were said to be at work, the 

revivalists remained aloof to the political situation.
1251

 Although many of them 

ignored the growth of strong nationalism among many Africans, some like the 

Anglican Bishop Kariũki remained ambivalent in their attitude towards the land 

usurped by white settlers.
1252

  

In my opinion, even with the revivalists‟ political aloofness, the movement 

still played a political role. By focussing so narrowly on spiritual and eschatological 

hopes, the revivalists diverted attention from the economic, socio-political realities 

and other social ills that had polarised the colony. In doing so, the revivalists played 

into the hands of the colonisers by stressing only human wickedness and spiritual 

redemption. Emphasis on personal morality at the expense of systemic injustices 
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offered no incentive to social, economic or political reforms which the colony direly 

needed.  

7.5 Post-Mau-Mau/Post-Mission Hermeneutics 

One characteristic of the revivalists hermeneutics that was carried over into 

the post-mission was equivalent to what Gerald West refers to as the “powerful 

presence of the „re-membered text‟ as it permeates the life of the community.”
1253

 

This refers to a scenario where even the illiterate had considerable exposure to 

biblical texts. All readers accumulated mental database of Bible verses and passages, 

and then the reader freely and playfully quoted from the database saved in the 

memory when giving a testimony; to support or reject any issue at hand. In this 

section, we meet Rev. John Gatũ (a revivalist),
1254

 one of the emerging younger 

African clergy, who sought to create a „Witnessing Church‟ in colonial Kenya for he 

held as true the words of the Bible which say that, „For when they shall say Peace and 

Safety; then sudden destruction cometh.‟
1255

 

Gatũ is here quoting spontaneously a verse from the Bible to urge for “new 

drive” to create the witnessing church that he envisioned. Such a reading in the first 

place as witnessed is based on the assumption that the Bible is a self contained 

narrative. Although Gatũ followed the same way of retrieving scriptures from 

memory he would do so with the sophistication of a theologian to link the quoted 

scripture with issues at hand. Let me consider three other examples from two of 

Gatũ‟s articles or speeches and one from his interview with Njeri Kang‟ethe of 

African Files.   
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To begin with, let me briefly consider his moratorium on missionaries titled 

“Missionary, Go Home” which he delivered at Mission Festival ‟71 (a gathering of 

the Reformed Church in America in Milwaukee, Wisconsin).
1256

 The basic argument 

was the withdrawal of foreign missionaries from many parts of the Third World in 

order to allow churches find “their own identity”.
1257

 He called for withdrawal “in 

order to allow a period of not less than five years for each side to rethink and 

formulate” a policy for future relationships.
1258

 In his opinion, the continuation of the 

missionary movement in the developing countries hindered the realisation of selfhood 

of the church. To underscore his point Gatũ said that “Africa has money and 

personnel, and until we have produced the two loaves and five fishes, our Lord 

continues to say „Give ye them something to eat‟”.
1259

 The scripture is used here to 

reinforce his advocacy for the appointment of natives into high ecclesiastical and 

administrative positions as the panacea to postcolonial Kenya milliard of problems.  

The second example is drawn from Gatũ‟s paper title “Rationale for Self-

Reliance”.
1260

 The paper served as a review of his moratorium discussed above. In the 

paper, Gatũ linked lack of self-sufficiency whether in food production or in church 

mission to cultic dependency on the West.
1261

 The “friends overseas” believed that the 

“young churches” in Africa could not reach self-sufficiency because of “being poor, 
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small, and weak.”
1262

 This prompted Gatũ to quote extensively the story of the Church 

in Macedonia which Paul wrote about in 2 Cor. 8: 1-5. In Gatũ‟s understanding of 

Paul‟s writing, McGavran‟s sentiments of Africa‟s poverty and weaknesses negate the 

principle of “God‟s grace” evident in text quoted. If the Africans were to accept such 

a position, then they could no longer depend on God whom the Macedonians trusted 

but “wait for Americans to come and cross our frontiers”.
1263

 For Gatũ, self-

sufficiency meant having faith in “God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ who gave 

us all, including his own Son to die for our sins in whom wealth and riches are 

his!”
1264

 Gatũ also accused the church in Africa for failing to give the kind of 

leadership that Paul talked about regarding the church in Macedonia. Rather than take 

McGavran‟s advice, the church in Africa had to begin to take charge, organise 

themselves into frontier missionary societies, raise funds on their own and personnel 

to “reach the frontiers of Europe and America where church membership is 

declining”.
1265

  

Gatũ has no doubt that Africa has enough “practicing Christians”. However, 

he contends that it will take these practicing believers more than “American, 

European or even Korean money”.
1266

 To underscore how the break from foreign 

dependency is to occur he directs his listeners to the story of Peter finding the coin in 

the fish‟s mouth (which he quotes in entirety) in Matthew 17: 24-26. He interpreted it 

in light of the temple daily services which according to “Exodus 30:13, each Jew over 
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20 years of age paid a tax, which was roughly equivalent to two days' pay of an 

ordinary person.”
1267

 Gatũ adds other possibilities of interpreting this text. First,  

In the early world, some colonizing and conquering powers made their subjects 

pay taxes not for the welfare of the peasants, but for the upkeep of the King's 

household. Jesus may have been saying, that just as God is the King of Israel to 

whom Israel must pay their taxes, we are the new Israel and therefore we must 

pay our taxes, as citizens of the Kingdom of Heaven.
1268

 

   

Second, Gatũ hypothesised that when an ancient king imposed taxes on his 

subjects, the King did not impose it on his household or family.
1269

 Therefore, the tax 

that Jesus was talking about may not have referred to the “Priests' stipend only but 

rather for the total service in the temple, which was the house of God.”
1270

 Although 

Jesus was the Son of God he may as well had been arguing that the support to the 

services of his Father's house was not because of what the law said but “because of a 

higher duty lest we should offend them, that is, so that we may not put a scandal to the 

public or cause a stumbling block in someone's way.”
1271

 Interpreted in light of his 

discussion, Gatũ continued, African Christians must not only pay their church dues 

because of what others would say, but they must do it as exemplary act of duty. As 

such Jesus was saying to Peter, “go back to your old trade in the sea, and there you will 

make your own living as well as for others.”
1272

 Gatũ suggested further that Christians 

ought to see their professions and careers as “the mouth of the fish where resources for 

church work is actually kept.”
1273

  

The third possible meaning of the text is to be understood in light of Jesus‟ 

summon to Simon Peter and others to “fishers of men”. In Gatũ‟s estimation, Jesus 
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saw the world as a big sea with a lot “of fish”, a familiar scene to the disciples.
1274

 He 

accused the Church of having stopped, “„going out‟ like in the command of our Lord 

„Go ye. . .‟”  and had become “a Church of „Come ye. . .‟”
1275

 Gatũ was reiterating his 

1970‟s moratorium that African church leadership had no choice but accept the 

challenge of self-reliance in order to undo the yoke of dependence.
1276

 The leadership 

needed to learn the lesson of a proverb from Burkina Faso that says, as long as you sleep 

on someone else's mat, you will never sleep easy.
1277

 My main point in this section is 

not in the content of the discussion but in the way scriptural texts are employed by a 

revivalist who retrieves scriptures from memory in order to articulate even complex 

issues such as the future of mission work in the world.
1278

 

7.6  Conclusion 

In this chapter I have shown that the Bible in colonial Kenya was almost 

always read to or within particular communities. The second interpretive procedure 

indentified is the capacity to draw links between the Bible and colonial ideologies as 

well as the revivalists‟ inductive readings. Both groups took the Bible as revealing a 

system of commands and promises which are given by God to direct human affairs as 

the world moves towards a teleological climax. While colonial hermeneutics aimed at 

breaking communal mentality in order to capture the colonial vision, the revivalists as 

ordinary readers, portray a perspective that has concern for communal participation. 

However, the revivalists could not witness to the radical reading behind biblical texts 

as attempted in Kaggia. Yet still, in the revivalists‟ readings we again see that the 

forces of colonialism and conquest do not have the final word. The postcolonial story 
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continues with the ordinary readers negotiating, modifying, relativising and even 

resisting the Bible. The way ahead remains open to possibilities particularly if we are 

willing to read the Bible with the ordinary readers in order to re-member what 

colonialism has dismembered. This brings me to the final chapter where I explore the 

question of meaning, implication and relevance of this research. 

  



[302] 

 

CHAPTER 8: PATIENCE OF HERMENEUTICS: TOWARDS AN ORDINARY 

AFRICAN READERS‟ HERMENEUTICS  

 

“A person must know where they stand in order to know in what directions they 

proceed. A clarity of destiny and of direction to it are dependent on a knowledge of 

where one is!”
1279

 

 

8.1  Introduction 

In the last seven chapters I have traced several reading strategies and reading 

resources that informed the Africans as ordinary readers in their initial and subsequent 

encounters with the Bible. Out of this analysis several points have become clear in 

regard to the primary role played by the Bible in the articulation of disproportionate 

sites of colonial discourses and power. I have been able to identify the modern 

African biblical reading(s) and interpretation(s) as products of the colonial evangelical 

discourses of different kinds. I have also been able to show that these readings and 

interpretations, despite the colonial hegemonic positioning, were reciprocal.  

In addition, the African Christians under very difficult circumstances 

hybridised their readings of biblical texts through retrieval and incorporation of the 

defunct pre-colonial past. The hybridised readings and interpretations created 

interstices that became sites for assimilation, questioning and resistance. The in-

between sites offered opportunities to contest the colonial interventionist and 

triumphant claim to a homogenous reading, interpretation and application of biblical 

messages. Out of these interstices we witness diverse readings of biblical texts from 

within the different political and religious contexts. Nevertheless, as one critically 

considers these diverse readings and interpretations, one becomes acutely aware of the 

hermeneutical challenges posed by the transcription of colonial evangelical discourses 

into the pre-critical common sense hermeneutics so far discussed.  
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8.2  The Limitations of “Pre-Critical”
1280

 Common Sense Hermeneutics 

In spite of the fact that many of the Africans portrayed in this research as 

ordinary readers raised sharp contextual questions and commitments as they 

encountered the Bible through their lived experiences, very little effort was made to 

move beyond the evangelical and mostly pre-critical understanding of the Scriptures. 

Ironically, whether the pre-critical interpretations were part of the historical and 

progressive development of the universal or products of Africans‟ own interactions 

with the Bible, the African ordinary readers owed their dependency on the Bible to 

the structures and forms laid down by the very system that many intently sought to 

subvert. In other words, through the hybridisation process, colonial evangelical ideas 

were transcribed into the developing readings and interpretations. This paradox points 

to one of the challenges that African biblical scholars face as they develop an African 

hermeneutic theory that addresses ordinary readers‟ hermeneutical needs.  

Such is the case that Bishop John Henry Okullu
1281

 eloquently talked about 

when he wrote, 

Many East African Christians are still living in the past, believing that the 

world is neatly divided into right and wrong, whereas today the choice, more 

often than not, is between two evils. For example is it right to support the 

cause of guerrilla fighters or to consign millions of black people in Rhodesia 

to perpetual inferiority? Some Christians even refuse to discuss such questions 

and say they will pray. But prayer which is not turned into action is like the 

priest who found a man who had been struck by thieves and passed by the 

other side, most probably praying in his heart that someone else would come 

and deal with it.
1282

 

 

                                                 
1280

 I continue to follow Gerald West‟s use of the term to indicate that ordinary readers are not trained 

in the critical modes of reading that characterise formal biblical scholarship. See West, The Academy of 

the Poor, 73-74; West, “Mapping  African Biblical Interpretation”, 87-88; West, “African Biblical 

Hermeneutics and Bible Translation”, 6-29. 
1281

 Dr. John Henry Okullu (1929-1999) was a bishop of the Anglican Church in Kenya (ACK.) He was 

an outspoken critic of the post-colonial Kenyan government in his sermons and publications. He was a 

champion for justice, human rights and advocated for a multi-party system of governance. The Kenyan 

Press dubbed him “the outspoken prelate.” He served in various capacities as a member of the World 

Council of Churches as well as the All Africa Conference of Churches.  
1282

 Okullu, Church and Politics in East Africa, 5. 



[304] 

 

While the “Rhodesian” quest for freedom and independence is long settled, Okullu‟s 

hermeneutical concern does highlight the dangers of a pre-critical reading that 

condones injustices or discourages revolt against oppressive and discriminatory 

practices while promoting attitudes of resignation and complacency. It is for the same 

reason that Okullu disavowed Christians‟ reading of Romans 13:1, „every person must 

submit to the supreme authority‟ as a legitimisation for rulers “to demand more than 

their fair share and Christians are apt to become too subservient – thus preventing a 

healthy and balanced relationship between Church and State.”
1283

 

The problem with the pre-critical readings that Okullu addressed is that such 

readings build on the same logic used more than a hundred years ago upon 

proselytised Africans in seeing the Bible as the unquestionable Word of God. Such 

logic accepts that the Bible is universally applicable to any given situation and cannot 

be an object of criticism.
1284

 In this case, the Word of God is taken to be above 

history, culture, economics, or politics and the only appropriate response to the Bible 

is obedience. The work of the hermeneut according to this understanding is to reveal 

God‟s Word.  

There are two main factors that have emerged in this research as being 

foundational in shaping the post-colonial, evangelical and pre-critical readings and 

interpretations that Okullu writes about. These include: the use of the Bible as literacy 

and pedagogical tool; and oversimplification of Bible reading and knowledge. 

8.2.1  The Bible and Literacy 

In colonial Kenya, those who went to school had to begin reading biblical 

passages as they took their first baby steps towards literacy. The use of the Bible as a 
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literacy primer ultimately nurtured Christians to approach it literally and pre-

critically. In addition, students were discouraged from asking disturbing questionings 

and sometimes such questionings were brutally suppressed as I have previously 

shown. In the mean time, the missionaries‟ evangelical discourses emerged as the 

dominant discourses though with little success in suppressing Africans‟ subversive 

interests in the interpretation of the Bible. The subversive elements continually 

demanded some form of response to material exploitation, racism, and colonialism. 

But as colonial powers exerted more surveillance and control as discussed in chapter 

7, Africans became increasingly ambiguous in their response to the reading and 

interpretation of the Bible. All in all, many Africans accepted the Bible as the 

unquestionable Word of God and as a manual for “right” living.  

Musimbi Kanyoro, through her own experience in a Bible study group at her 

village in Bware (western Kenya), gives an example of how this kind of pre-critical 

engagement with the Bible has been appropriated in post-colonial Kenya.
1285

 Kanyoro 

narrates the story of a woman whose teenage daughter, a student at a local school, had 

been impregnated by her teacher. The mother was disturbed because an elderly man 

had now approached the family with an offer to marry their “disgraced” daughter as 

the culture demanded.
1286

 She needed help and advice from her peers in the Bible 

study group. Kanyoro presented some suggestions to the group such as suing the 

teacher responsible for the pregnancy. However, she reports that all of her proposals 

were unanimously rejected. To Kanyoro‟s great surprise, one woman pointed out that 
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biblical Ruth had actually married an older man. After reading from the Bible the 

story of Ruth, the group reasoned that it was not a bad idea for the girl in question to 

get married to the older man. Kanyoro writes, “[h]ere, I was hearing women affirm 

and justify a reading of the text of Ruth that has potential harm to women and 

girls.”
1287

 She rightly observes that the group was using the Bible to validate a cultural 

practice that “redeems” a “disgraced” daughter.  

Kanyoro rightly asks, “what if both the biblical cultures and the culture in 

question have inherent injustices in them?”
1288

 Should we receive them as the truth 

even when the claim is questionable? While such a question raises further concerns 

about the authority of the Bible, the women about whom Kanyoro writes were not 

ready to debate the authority of the Bible let alone the authority of culture. This 

example highlights how many Kenyan Christians hold the Bible in awe as the word of 

God. When they read it, they hear the message as if it was specifically written for 

them. It is this kind of reading that prompted Kanyoro to urge biblical hermeneuts in 

Africa to take seriously the analysis of culture and its impact on biblical hermeneutics.   

8.2.2  Oversimplification of Bible reading and Knowledge 

The second factor that this research has identified as the bedrock of pre-critical 

engagement with the Bible can be located in missionaries‟ biblical interpretations 

which tended to oversimplify knowledge and hence reality. Missionaries‟ reading of 

the Bible sought to spiritually uplift the degenerated African soul. It espoused a 

simple, partial and yet highly selective reading of biblical texts which would be read 

as though they were written with the Africans in mind. Africans were expected to 

seek the spiritual reign of God while trusting that God would provide for physical 

reality. This interpretation implied that no concerted human efforts needed to take 
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place to change the reality of Africans‟ physical deprivation and exploitation. Such 

readings, like any other colonial discourse, did not give people the confidence in their 

abilities and the capacities to overcome obstacles. Instead, it tended to make people 

feel their inadequacies, their weakness and their incapacities in the face of reality and 

their inability to do anything about conditions governing their lives. The use of the 

Bible in this sense demanded nothing much from the ordinary Africans apart from 

passivity, gratitude and admiration of their colonisers as the interpreters of the Word. 

Yet it cannot be denied that such interpretations acquired their meaning within a 

traumatic colonial scenario of cultural and racial contestations. 

8.3  Envisioning New Horizon: the Scholarly and the Ordinary Reader 

The acceptance of the Bible as the unquestionable Word of God is problematic 

since it negates different preoccupations and contexts of the Bible as well as those of 

the interpreter. In Okullu‟s estimation,  

Men and women are saved and liberated for the bodily as well as the spiritual 

service of their fellow men. God is not a God of souls only, but of the body 

as well. There is no department of life which he does not enter. A true 

Christian is the one who is truly in the world without being of the world,  

who is truly „holy‟ and truly „worldly‟.
1289

 

 

That is to say, biblical interpretation (scholarly or otherwise) should not be insulated 

from the historical exigencies and tragedies of Frantz Fanon‟ wretched of the earth. In 

post-colonial Africa, as Okullu reminds us, ordinary readers must not shy away from 

questioning biblical texts particularly when such texts legitimise oppressive 

hermeneutics. It is necessary for the ordinary readers to make conscious effort to 

move beyond any literal or pre-critical understanding of the Scriptures.  

Luckily, we do not have to seek beyond the horizon for a starting point in 

developing a hermeneutic theory that accepts ordinary readers as capable hermeneuts 

                                                 
1289

 Church and Politics in East Africa, 5-6. 



[308] 

 

while challenging them to move beyond pre-critical reading. Even though the factors 

discussed above may have encouraged docility and complacency, from Bildad Kaggia 

and others as discussed in chapters 6 and 7, we witness an indigenous attempt to 

engage their community in the process of demystifying seemingly original and 

authoritative colonial knowledge and reality. In their rejection of the interventionist 

history of translation and reading of the Bible, we learn that ordinary readers can 

indeed redeem and challenge themselves to imagine new horizons, new beginnings 

and a new interpretation of their collective self-image. As the study of the Agĩkũyũ 

has shown, ordinary African readers used the available resources to actively and 

creatively engage biblical texts in the moment of colonial transformation. These 

individuals immersed themselves into history as players, actors and creators. Their 

resistance tradition saw tremendous growth in creative literature in form of patriotic 

songs, poems, newsletters and plays that encouraged people to bolder and higher 

resolves in all their struggles to free the human spirit from the manacles of 

oppression.  

The scholarly and the ordinary hermeneuts can use this honourable past as an 

invitation to action and a basis for hope which takes place in the concrete historical 

struggle of humanity. It is exciting to imagine a space where the trained biblical 

hermeneut meets with the ordinary hermeneut not for the former to represent the latter 

but to enter into a dialogical discursive exchange. In such a scenario the ordinary 

reader is no longer taken to be a passive receptor of the text but an active and creative 

contributor in the interpretive process.
 1290

 When the perspectives of the ordinary 

readers are included in biblical interpretation they can bring new meaning and impact 
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to the academy and the ecclesial arenas. This calls for a paradigm shift in the way 

biblical hermeneutics is carried in Africa, where the academy comes to terms with the 

role of ordinary readers as capable hermeneuts whose contribution in biblical studies 

must be taken seriously. This approach, as I see it, introduces us to an exciting and 

usually neglected moment as we recognise the relation of practice and theory. If we 

accept this as the paradigmatic place of departure, the trained biblical hermeneut must 

seek a commitment to a theoretical perspective that refuses to draw any theoretical or 

epistemological distance between the intellectual (biblical scholar) and the pre-critical 

reader.  

Nlenanya Onwu observes that biblical interpretation has for years remained 

hooked to its Enlightenment origins which marked the beginning of modern biblical 

interpretation.
1291

 From this period onwards, formal reason was elevated and biblical 

documents could now be scientifically studied and understood as any other set of 

documents from antiquity.
1292

 As a result, biblical scholarship shifted attention to the 

historical setting of the texts, writers of these documents, and role and function of the 

biblical materials in their original contexts before analysing their religious value as 

well as theological appropriation.
1293

  

The “scientific paradigm” set critical methods upon which sound biblical 

interpretation is to be based. Interpretation has to be adduced based upon textual 

evidence and set standard values.
1294

 Groups living outside that value system are 

expected to appropriate the interpretative norms that the “Academy and the guild of 
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biblical scholars” has established.
1295

 Brian Blount adds that besides this restrictive 

perspective, Western New Testament scholarship maintains that “the thematic 

structure and content of the New Testament materials discourage social and political 

interpretation.”
1296

 Instead, the focus has been on the believer‟s individual, spiritual 

relationship with Jesus Christ which has been considered to be the key textual theme. 

But according to Gerald West, the focus is now shifting in biblical studies and 

hermeneutics from the quest for the origins and text production (i.e. source) and from 

the text preservation and mediation (i.e. message) to the reception and interpretation 

of the Bible (i.e. receptor).
1297

 The shift moves us away from the “Enlightenment 

scientific paradigm” which has long assumed that texts like the world are stable and 

objective realities ready to reveal their meaning to the “unbiased observer” who using 

appropriate methods can access such realities.
1298

 With the shift from the scientific 

paradigm, the image of a “decontextualized and non-ideological” scientific reader is 

slowly being replaced with one of a “contextualized and ideological” reader.
1299

  

The paradigmatic shift envisioned here requires the trained biblical hermeneut 

to renegotiate the understanding of theory and practice, and in particular, redefine the 

term “meaning” as used in biblical hermeneutics. 

8.3.1  Meaning  

Accepting ordinary readers as capable hermeneuts points to the fact that 

biblical text is important not just because the meaning is located in its historical or 

literary context, but also because the text‟s meaning is relevant to the reader‟s present 

                                                 
1295

 Patte, Ethics of Biblical Interpretation, 17; Brian K. Blount, Cultural Interpretation: Reorienting 

New Testament Criticism (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 3. 
1296

 Blount, Cultural Interpretation, 5. 
1297

 See Gerald West for a brief summary in the developments and major shifts in the field of 

hermeneutics. West, Biblical Hermeneutics of Liberation: Modes of Reading, 21-46. 
1298

 The first shift emerged offering the historical-critical approaches such as textual criticism, source 

criticism, form criticism, redaction criticism and tradition criticism whose main focus was/is the 

relationship between the text and the source.  
1299

 Segovia, Biblical Criticism and Postcolonial Studies, 34-35. 



[311] 

 

circumstance.
1300

 According to Sandra M. Schneiders, the objective in biblical 

interpretation is to arrive at an understanding of the meaning of the text.
1301

 

Schneiders argues that a reader encounter the text either for information (to be 

intellectually enlightened) or in view of transformation (to be personally converted). 

Therefore, depending on the objective(s) of reading biblical texts, through 

interpretation, readers arrive at a specific meaning of the event that they encounter in 

and outside the text.
1302

  

8.3.1a  Context and Meaning 

Interpretation remains incomplete when it removes the interpreter from 

history. Meaning is found when the interpreter meets with the text in his/her own 

context. Rudolf Bultmann in his existential interpretation of the Bible attempted a 

hermeneutical theory that took meaning, biblical texts and language seriously. While 

acknowledging the need for the Bible to be interpreted in such a way that it speaks as 

the Word of God, Bultmann proposed that “demythologization” of the Bible would 
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help understand what constitutes authentic human existence that is expressed in the 

Bible through mythological language of the Bible.
1303

 For the New Testament 

proclamation to retain its validity, Bultmann argued, the only option left is to 

demythologise it.
1304

 Since language cannot be applied appropriately if symbols and 

terminology are foreign, Bultmann further argued that there is need to translate and 

interpret. This is because the language of God is mythical and cannot make any sense 

to the modern scientific mind.
1305

 Nonetheless, the attempt to resolve the conflicts 

between biblical myths and the scientific conception of the world through 

demythologisation is self-defeating. As Mugambi states, demythologisation runs 

counter to the reality of religion as a pillar of culture because, “Myth is indispensable 

in cultural construction of reality.”
1306

   

Nevertheless, Bultmann‟s acknowledgment that context specifically affects 

one‟s interpretation of the language of the text is important. Meaning, as Bultmann 

contends, is found when the interpreter encounters the texts through the relationship 

in the interpreter‟s life experience expressed in the text. Dialectical engagement 

between the existential situation of the reader and the language of the text is possible 

when it remains focused on the question about the truth of human existence. The 

analysis seeks to understand the actual historical existence of human beings, “who 
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exists only in a context of life with „others‟, and thus in encounters.”
1307

 A 

Bultmannian insistence on existentialist interpretation locates today‟s interpretation in 

the modern experience of human existence, which is contextual but only existentially 

operative. However, Brian Blount faults Bultmann‟s existentialism in the sense that 

any program of demythologisation, while benefiting from existentialism, must also be 

politically and socially aware.
1308

  

Schneiders amplifies Blount‟s argument when she suggests that since meaning 

is “an event constituted by the dialect between sense and reference,” meaning 

happens.
 1309

 Subsequently words which are written or recorded in order to capture 

meaning in a permanent form so that it can later be reappropriated give rise to “new 

event” of meaning that is not necessary identical but related to the original event. 

What this means then is that meaning is constituted by the dialectic of what the text 

says (sense of the text) and its referent (what it is that the text speaks about.) 

Schneiders asserts that the referent can also be the world of the reader. For such a 

reading, meaning is no longer abstract but is that which has an existential 

significance. It is safe then to conclude that cultural assumptions and presuppositions 

of a specific community derive and appropriate meaning from the text differently 

from any other interpretation of that same text.  

8.3.1b  Plurality of Interpretative Interests 

As seen above, readership creates scenarios but since such a readership 

constantly changes, the text must be constantly renegotiated. The diverse readings of 

the text from within the different political and religious contexts as attested in this 
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study show that texts can carry more than a single and steady meaning.
1310

 People of 

different socio-political as well as cultural settings will likely interpret texts 

differently. This understanding opens the possibilities of other interpretations of the 

biblical texts. Since contexts are ever changing, then “a text, as written speech event, 

thus does not have a single, closed meaning, but a „meaning potential‟, or more 

appropriately in a functional framework, „behavior potential.‟”
1311

 The idea of 

„meaning potential‟ points to the same awareness of the plurality of interpretative 

interests. 

In the end, when plurality of interpretative interests is taken into account, it 

opens the possibility of an ordinary reader interpretive method. Blount has adequately 

shown that the New Testament interpretation has been unfairly restricted to the 

dominant circles. Such a restrictive perspective finds its grounding in the 

“scientifically” correct and “normative method of biblical interpretation because of its 

foundation in historical-critical and literary models” which represents itself as the 

only accurate measure of biblical interpretation.
1312

 What this translates to is that if 

anyone wants to interpret biblical texts “correctly and faithfully”, one has to adjust 

accordingly to the values and perspective of the dominant group. But other scholarly 

perspectives such as feminism, liberation theology and postcolonial criticism have 

shown that what passes as “the perspective of science” is not only bias but also 

socially and linguistically restrictive and therefore, ideological.
1313

 Such a restrictive 

perspective has mainly created an artificial “boundary between biblical interpretation 
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in local communities and biblical interpretation in the academy.”
1314

 Blount contends 

that people in different social locations use different linguistic forms.
1315

 This means 

that language is only meaningful when functioning within its social context. The 

cultural background of the interpreter serves as one of the social contexts in which the 

potential meaning of the text is actualised. As such people from different 

sociolinguistic backgrounds will interpret the same texts in radically different 

ways.
1316

  

8.3.1c  The Bible as the Word of God 

Stephen Fowl acknowledges that hermeneuts pursue very different and 

perhaps incompatible “interpretive aims” related to the interpretation of specific 

texts.
1317

 As such, the interpretive community determines the need to interpret and 

inform specific scriptural texts without having to fit under a single “determinate” 

theory of interpretation. If this is true, then the expression that the Bible is the Word 

of God needs to be further explained and expanded. The expression “word of God” 

according to Schneiders refers to “intelligible divine speech, to language or discourse 

attributed to God.”
1318

 Schneiders adds that the phrase cannot be on every occasion 

taken literally. This is because language is a human phenomenon and that the Bible 

was written using human language. Biblical language consists of human words, which 

are limited and require interpretation. For these reasons, Schneiders concludes, the 

expression “word of God” is a metaphor that gives meaning to that which language is 
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limited to ascribe to.
1319

 The Bible as a metaphor contains a whole complex of 

meaning. Words are symbolic of what is divinely revealed.  

The scripture witnesses to revelation but not merely as a record of past 

revelatory experiences.
1320

 This is to say that the Bible is the medium through which 

God graciously reveals God self to those who read the scripture in faith. Schneiders 

asserts, then, that language is not the object of our knowing but the medium of our 

encounter with the real.
1321

 God‟s self-disclosure was through human language. 

Through the written words, God invites us to enter into God‟s self-disclosure, where 

we meet the divine only symbolically. This encounter can only be understood in the 

act of interpretation; we find meaning through reading the text through this act. The 

claim by Schneiders that the Bible as the Word of God is only true when taken 

symbolically allows flexibility in the interpretation of the scripture. Revelation does 

not end with the Bible. This is because, symbolically speaking, it reveals and conceals 

at the same time. The Bible is only normative in the sense that it is a primary source 

and locus of experience of God upon which we begin to do hermeneutics. 

What this means, at least in my opinion, is more than the symbolical meaning 

the Bible may bring. While the Bible remains “a source of revelatory truth”
1322

 it also 

remains problematic because of its omissions, silences and traces of subordination and 

domination. Therefore, a hermeneutic of engagement espoused here, does not only 

remain accountable “to present communities of faith and struggle, by accepting that 

the Bible is a significant text for them”, but also it offers “continuity with the past 

poor and marginalized communities of faith and struggle, by not abandoning their 
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traces in the Bible.”
1323

 Such an approach demands a detailed historical and 

sociological reconstruction of the society behind the text of the Bible. However, it is 

not enough to probe the context and social realities of early Christian origins. It must 

also attempt to ask what the reading of the reconstructed text mean to the poor and 

marginalised of our present days. It must be read contrapuntally with the historical 

struggles such as the one articulated in this research against colonialism and 

exploitation. 

8.3.1d  The Power Dynamics in Interpretation 

Another concession that the scholarly reader will have to make is to 

acknowledge that dominant groups too often present their interpretations as correct 

and scientific. It is worth recognising that every form of interpretation is political 

since power and interpretation go together. One‟s spatial and social location in life 

determines the perspective structures and gives focus to an interpreter‟s work. All 

interpretation bears the bias of the interpreters.
1324

 Graham Ward in his article “Where 

we Stand” adds that our thinking and our cultural/historical context are profoundly 

related.
1325

 What this means, then, is that when determinative interpretations are 

formulated, some perspectives become more important than others and hence 

dominant. The dominant group not only controls the interpretive norms but also 

determines the kind of life mandated by those kinds of norms. The dominant 

interpretative perspectives in an unbalanced power structure dominate and devalue 

other forms of interpretations; they silence certain voices while legitimising others.  
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This is because interpretation involves not only our cognitive capacity but also 

deep forms of human emotions by which we make certain judgments. Therefore, a 

socially engaged hermeneut must not be ignorant of the larger historical, political and 

even social context of both the text and the reader.
1326

 When we situate the text as 

well as the reader in their cultural, historical, and ideological realities, we are able to 

draw attention to the cultural and ideological presuppositions not only inherent in the 

text but also the preunderstanding that a reader brings into the text.
1327

 It is therefore 

plausible to accept the fact that both scholarly readers and the ordinary readers with 

respect to biblical interpretation are “involved in the act of reading and thus, 

constitute a community of readers within their particular sociocultural realm, even if 

they work from different standpoints and perspectives.”
1328

 

8.3.2  Postcolonial Criticism and the Ordinary Reader 

Postcolonial criticism has added an important perspective in the changing 

attitudes of reference where the “otherness of others” is recognised and respected.
1329

  

As a theory, it takes seriously the understanding that biblical texts can actively shape 

and transform the perceptions, understanding, and actions of readers and the reading 

community. The theory has challenged colonial and neo-colonial tendencies not only 

in the Western academy but also in the so-called Third World institutions of learning 
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where privileged middle-class scholars continue to argue that they are the voices of 

the voiceless.
1330

  

8.4  Framework of Commitments 

The main thrust of the paradigmatic shift in theory and practice espoused in 

this research is that there should be no subordination of the ordinary readers to the 

trained biblical hermeneuts. Instead, the socially engaged biblical hermeneuts are 

invited to engage the ordinary readers in Gerald West‟s “framework of commitments” 

which include: critical thinking and critical reading of the Bible; reading the Bible 

from the experienced reality of societal margins; and reading communally with each 

other.
1331

 These commitments recognise women and men as conscious being who are 

willing to learn, teach and transform each other. 

8.4.1  Commitment to Critical thinking and Read the Bible Critically 

It is important for the ordinary readers to be aware that biblical texts are not 

“innocent and transparent.” Critical reading empowers the ordinary readers in order to 

engage in critical and meaningful analysis of the texts and their contexts. Critical 

reading, to follow Gerald West, “provide resources for a hermeneutic of engagement, 

connecting ordinary poor and marginalized „readers‟ with the „dangerous memories‟ 

and the „subjugated knowledges‟ of those who have struggled for survival, liberation, 

and life in and behind the biblical text”.
1332

 Brian K. Blount in his sociolinguistic 

model has ably argued that “meaning” of any biblical text resides within the set 

parameters of a particular text‟s language.
1333

 However, for us to appreciate the full 

potentiality of the meaning of language, Blount argues, we ought to include the 

interpersonal category in our interpretation.  
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The hermeneut needs to seek how language is used and understand the 

correspondence between the internal makeup of the language and its functions. Such 

an approach alerts us to the fact that language is social and that meaning in language 

must be determined as much from its social context as from its internal structure. 

What Blount is proposing here is not possible in a pre-critical reading. In order for the 

ordinary readers to interact effectively with the language of the text they will need 

different interpretive strategies. In this case the socially engaged scholar must be 

willing to offer his or her skills and training which ordinary readers do not possess. 

Such skills should be made available to the ordinary readers without the scholar 

seeking to dominate. It is a commitment to make accessible all available resources 

both local and other critical resources offered in biblical scholarship.  

Such a commitment articulates a people‟s collective consciousness and seeks 

social transformation through the Bible reading process.
1334

 As Postcolonial criticism 

has shown, it is important for the ordinary readers to take seriously the reality of 

imperial tradition of the West and the use of the Bible to justify empire-building 

which has always been accompanied by a prominent socio-religious dimension. The 

ordinary reader should be able to draw a link between knowledge and power in textual 

production where the dialectical relationship between language and power is 

fundamental and far-reaching.
1335

 Such is the case with, some of the Africans ordinary 

readers discussed elsewhere who even with the overwhelming religious and colonial 

socio-political realities, did not accept biblical interpretations of the colonisers with 
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“absolute and undisturbed passivity”.
1336

 In this research we have encountered 

ordinary readers who actively and creatively engaged with biblical texts.
1337

 

Most important, however, is for the ordinary reader to be empowered to 

interrogate biblical texts for colonial intentions and tendencies. In this case, the 

untrained reader gains from the methodological insights of historical-critical methods 

which “have pointed out that early Christian writings are not at all objective, factual 

transcripts but pastorally engaged writings.”
1338

 That is to say, Christians in antiquity, 

selected, redacted, and reformulated their sources and materials to reflect their 

theological intentions and objectives. Such is the case of Matthew 16: 13-28 which as 

we saw in previous chapters was used to validate and justify colonial Church‟s 

unquestionable authority on the cultural, the moral and religious ideas that it imposed 

on the Africans.   

Some of the questions that are worth considering, for example in considering 

Matthew 16: 13-23 are: Is the missionaries‟ interpretation like the one discussed in 

this research the basic meaning of Matthew 16:13-20? Does this qualify the colonial 

Church‟s claim to be the authentic interpreter of the biblical, juridical and dogmatic 

matters in regard to emerging Christianity in Africa? Were the colonial Church‟s self-

understanding, experience, and actualisation of Matthean revelation justified? How 

did it happen that Peter (a member of his contemporary underclass) took such an 

exalted position in the colonial church as well as in its hermeneutics? How is this to 

be interpreted in light of the foundational Christian experience of the early church? 

Shouldn‟t Peter‟s confession and Christ‟s subsequent declaration be understood in 

light of Matthew 16: 22-23? If we take σκάνδαλον to be the key to the 
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understanding of Peter‟s confession, how would this affect the interpretation of the 

text in question and Matthew‟s narrative in general?  

I want to pose and give an example of how a trained biblical hermeneut can 

enrich a scholarly-ordinary reader critical engagement of the Bible. In this example, I 

use a postcolonial approach to Matthew 16:13-23 in order to show how the expansion 

of moral imagination, cultural production, collective memory and literary imagination 

of New Testament Christians may have been shaped by the socio-political situations 

of their days and how such a reading may impact our interpretation today.
1339

 

Through historical-criticism we are able to discern the fact that “divine 

revelation is articulated in historically limited and culturally conditioned human 

language.”
1340

 The borrowings back and forth in the antiquity render the Matthean 

passage hybrid and for this reason many possibilities in regard to its interpretation. 

Further, the narrative as offered in Matthew is highly selective. Matthew chooses 

what to include and not to include. Even where political and social realities are 

obvious, Matthew glosses over such realities for the sake of religious 

motivation.  

8.4.1a  An Example: a Postcolonial Consideration of Matthew 

16:13-23 

Critical Analysis: 

The pericope begins with the dispute between Jesus and the Pharisees and 

Sadducees. The latter two groups demand from Jesus a sign. We are not told why they 

make this demand. The Disciples are warned to be aware of the “leaven/yeast of the 

Pharisees and Sadducees” which in this case represents “teaching” (Mark adds “the 

yeast of Herod”, Mark 8:15). The chapter concludes with the call to discipleship and 
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offers an apocalyptic vision. The disciples are urged to deny themselves and carry 

their cross and follow Jesus. In the text in question, Matthew includes Peter‟s 

confession (Matthew 16: 16c-19) which both Mark and Luke omit. If we accept that 

Matthew followed Mark in the composition of the narrative (i.e. Markan priority, in 

which case Mark 8: 27-30 is the source for Matthew16: 13-16b, 20), then it is possible 

to conclude that Matthew also had access to a non-Markan source that included 

Peter‟s confession.
1341

  

Verse 13 locates the setting of the scene at “τὰ μέρη Καισαρείας τῆς 

Φιλίππου” i.e. part (of the whole) of (the larger) Caesarea Phillipi, which had been 

divided into various administrative districts (cf. Mark 8:27). According to Bauer this 

was a city at the foot of Mt. Hermon, once known as Paneas.
1342

 It was rebuilt by 

Philip the Tetrarch who named it in honour of Tiberius Ceaser and thus became 

important to the Roman Empire. Matthew 4:15 refers to the area as “Galilee of the 

Gentiles” which may indicate that the area was under the control of non-Jews (cf. 

Matthew 15:21). Although Matthew may have been concerned with a geographical 

designation of area rather than its ethnic make-up, the location as Warren Carter 

observes, underlines the issue of sovereignty.
1343

 The city and its surrounding area 

attracted a lot of imperial interests. Therefore, at the time of Jesus‟ visit and ministry, 

the entire area was under the control of the Romans and graced by the blessings and 
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the divine presence of the Roman Emperor.
1344

 Despite Matthew‟s disinterest in the 

colonial presence and its social implications to the Christian movement, he leaves 

clues about the colonial presence. Even though the text points the reader to the 

general purposes of the Gospel,
1345

 Matthew still allows us a glimpse to what the text 

chooses to be silent about. Some scholars have interpreted this pericope as an attempt 

by the early Christian community to “define itself over against, a developing Pharisaic 

tradition within Judaism.”
1346

 By glossing over the colonial political structures and 

contexts, Matthew was inadvertently making a political statement that the allegiance 

to the emerging new Christian community (just as its Jewish counterpart) was not to 

the Emperor but to another, greater authority. 

The pericope begins with Jesus posing a question to his disciples regarding 

what “οἱ ἂνθρωποι” consider to be “τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου”.  No clue is given 

as to the reason behind the question neither are we told who “οἱ ἂνθρωποι” refers 

to. It is most likely however that reference here is to “the people of the land” whom 

the Pharisees despised and refered to as sinners for their failure to observe tithes and 

purity regulations.
1347

 Jesus‟ question compares to the question John the Baptist posed 

to Jesus in Matthew 11: 2-6. The question might also be pointing back to the warning 

about “τῆς ζύμης τῶν Φαρισαίων καὶ Σαδουκαὶων” in verse 11. It could also be 

a telling question aimed at revealing Jesus‟ identity (thus Jesus intends to lead the 
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disciples to the answer that is already obvious to him). But why use the term “τὸν 

υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου”? Was Jesus not aware of his exalted position as “ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ 

θεοῦ”? The verse may also suggest possible anxiety where Jesus is seeking assurance 

that at least his disciples understood his significance.  

In verse 14, the answer which comes from all disciples shows varied and 

almost confused understanding of “τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου”. Yet, they all point to 

a prophet of a kind. The Matthean framework at this point subordinates “οἱ 

ἂνθρωποι”. The disciples‟ response alludes to the “οἱ ἂνθρωποι” ignorance or 

lack in knowledge. It compares to the Pharisees‟ and the Sadducees‟ cynical attitude. 

Matthew contrasts the reaction of the people to Jesus with that of the disciples. The 

“οἱ ἂνθρωποι” have no voice of their own. It is the disciples who speak on their 

behalf. Matthew thus presents “οἱ ἂνθρωποι” as secondary to the disciples and thus 

insignificant in the evolution of the Christian community. Such a framework allows 

interpreters to view “οἱ ἂνθρωποι” as historically and culturally marginal while the 

disciples are portrayed as the favoured ones who receive revelation, power and 

authority. Yet even as Matthew presents “οἱ ἂνθρωποι” as marginal and thus as not 

active participants in the salvation history, it does not mean that “οἱ ἂνθρωποι” are 

actually absent from the historical process and biblical revelation.  

The emphasis in verse 15 “ὑμεῖς… λέγετε” indicates that Jesus is pointedly 

interested in the disciples‟ understanding. Peter‟s response in verse 16 is individual, 

unlike the disciples‟ response in verse 14. Peter side-steps the use of “τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ 

ἀνθρώπου”. Instead he declares Jesus “ὁ χριστὸς ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ θεοῦ τοῦ ζῶντος”. 

There is nothing new or special about this declaration which has no parallel in Mark‟s 
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account. The disciples in 14:33 had already declared him “θεοῦ υἱὸς” (cf. 26:63; 

27:40, 43, 54). Throughout the gospel of Matthew Jesus is offered as the Son of God. 

Jesus, according to Matthew 1:23 makes God present because he is God‟s son. It 

compares with Matthew 3:17 where God declares him “my beloved Son, in whom I 

am well pleased.” However, it is the first time that a disciple used “ὁ χριστὸς”. But 

still in using “ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ θεοῦ τοῦ ζῶντος”, Peter appropriated a phrase that was 

commonly used to honour and to glorify emperors. According to Warren Carter, this 

phrase recognised the emperors‟ identity as “agents of the gods‟ will and power 

expressed through Rome‟s rule”.
1348

 Although for a different purpose, Matthew shows 

Peter as willing to syncretise and hybridise the honourable title of Jesus probably to 

“contest and challenge” claims of emperors‟ sovereignty and agency. 

Jesus declares Peter in verse 17 “μακάριος” i.e. blessed or happy, because of 

the revelation. The fact that this revelation comes to “Σίμων Βαριωνᾶ” (which in 

this case is the Aramaic rendering of Simon son of Jonah), it compares to “σὰρξ καὶ 

αἷμα”. According to Max Zerwick, the phrase “σὰρξ καὶ αἷμα” is the Hebraic 

notion “signifying man in his weakness” denoting “the unaided powers of frail human 

nature.”
1349

 This verse indicates then that the revelation did not come at the moment 

of Peter‟s strength and triumph, but at his weakest point. Unlike the Pharisees and the 

Sadducees who demand a sign from heaven, Peter receives the sign from “ὁ πατήρ 

… ὁ ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς” without soliciting it. Ulrich Luz convincingly argues that 

Matthew may have authored verse 17 contrary to the claim of a Semitic origin.
1350

 If 
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Luz is right, then it shows that Matthew was aware of Peter‟s vulnerability as a human 

being. To Matthew, Peter was not the exalted leader of the Church but one who is 

representative. 

In verse 18, “Πέτρος” compares with John 1:42 where Jesus is said to have 

given Peter a new name “σὺ εἶ Σίμων ὁ υἱὸς Ἰωάννου, σὺ κληθήσῃ Κηφᾶς”. It 

is also difficult to verify what reference is to “Τῇ πέτρᾳ”. Ulrich Luz sees the use of 

“Πέτρος” and “πέτρᾳ” as wordplay where the Greek plays with various meanings 

of the same root word.
1351

 He continues to say that since “Πέτρος” did not exist as a 

pre-Christian Greek personal name, it ought to be translated as “λίθος” (stone), while 

“πέτρα” translates to “rock”.
1352

 “Οἰκοδομήσω” refers to the building that Jesus 

will undertake (cf. 1 Peter 2:5 and Ephesians 2:20). Thus Peter appears to be the 

foundational rock on which the church as a building is to be built.
1353

 “Τὴν 

ἐκκλησίαν” refers to a regularly convened assembly which in the New Testament 

may refer to a congregation gathered for worship or a local Christian community or 

universal Church.
1354

 The church denotes the small assembly in a private house 

(Roman 16:5; Philemon 2), the Christian congregation of particular towns and cities 

(1 Cor. 1:2; 1 Thess. 1:1), the church universal (Eph. 1:22; 3:21).  

Yet still the term ἐκκλησία, is a compounded use of ἐκ, out of, and καλεῖν, 

to call, or summon. The term was first used to denote an assembly of the citizens of a 

Greek community, summoned together, by a crier, for the transaction of business 

                                                 
1351

 Ibid., footnote 2 in 354.  
1352

 Ibid., 358-359. 
1353

 Luz, Matthew 8-20, 357. 
1354

 Zerwick, A Grammatical Analysis of the Greek New Testament, 52. See also definition of 

ἐκκλησία in Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon, 240-241. 



[328] 

 

pertaining to public welfare.
1355

 “τὴν ἐκκλησίαν” was also used in the political 

arena to denote “the „duly summoned‟ civic and political assembly of citizens in 

Greek cities which along with a council expressed the will of the assembled 

people.”
1356

 It stood for political, social and cultural assembly which gathered to 

“reinforce and administer the status quo under Roman control.”
1357

 When used in 

Matthew 16:18 we might want to define it in reference to 1 Peter 2: 5, 9 – “a chosen 

generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation” and “a spiritual house”. In this case 

Roman 1:7 κλητοῖ ἁγίοι, “called to be holy ones/saints” might be a better rendering 

for the church as a house. Its use in the Septuagint refered to “the congregation of the 

people of Israel” translated from the Hebrew lhfq. The idea connotes an assembly of 

free citizens who understood their legal rights and power.
1358

 Thus in using the verb 

καλεῖν, it denotes that the assembly was legally called as compared to Acts 29:39: ἐν 

τῆ ἑννόμω ἐκκλησία, which adds to the idea of a group of people summoned for 

the purpose of deliberating in legal conclave.
1359

 This is another example of 

hybridisation to offer a “counter society with its alternative commitment and 

practices.”
1360

  

If this reading is correct, then the pericope offers us what Elisabeth Schüssler 

Fiorenza envisions as a possible historical source reflecting a much more multifaceted 

early Christian situation fraught with tensions and not as a historically accurate record 

of God‟s will in which Jesus instituted the church, ordained Peter and the other 
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disciples as the institution‟s authorised leadership.
1361

 According to Ulrich Luz, “μου 

τὴν ἐκλλησίαν” is most likely not the language of Jesus but “a creation by a Greek-

speaking church” which existed already alongside the Jewish synagogues.
1362

 Luz 

writes that verse 18 most likely comes from a time when it became important to the 

Christian community to look back to the time of the apostles as the foundation laying 

time for the Church.
1363

 Because of its new-found meaning, the community was 

bound to face conflict and threat. 

For “πύλαι ᾃδου” compare with Wisdom of Solomon 16:13 (gates of 

Hades), Job 38:17 (gates of death or gates of deep darkness) and Psalm 9:13, 14 

(gates of death cf. gates of daughters of Zion). According to Bauer, Hades originally 

refered to (as a proper noun) the “name of god of the underworld”.
1364

 In the Greek 

myth, Hades (a brother to Zeus) and also known as Pluto or “Zeus of the Underworld” 

presided over a subterranean realm that housed the dead.
1365

 In the New Testament it 

refers to the underworld as the place of the dead (Acts 2:27, 32 cf. Psalm 15:10; Eccl. 

9:10; Luke 16:23; Rev. 6:8; 20:14.) The underworld is accessible by gates which can 

be opened and have people conducted in and out safely. According to Rev. 1:18 the 

gates are locked. In Matthew the picture created is one of conflict where the church 

seems to be on the offensive arousing counter attack but the church remains a fortress.  

According to Luz there is “no evidence in contemporary Judaism for the 

image of opening the kingdom of God”.
1366

 It only appears in Matthew who 

frequently refers to “entering the kingdom of heaven”. The fact the New Testament 
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writer at this point in verse 19 relies again on a borrowed idea renders the pericope 

hybrid. Like the magicians of antiquity and the son of Zeus the Church holds the 

κλεῖς τοῦ ᾃδου/ᾃιδου.
1367

 It is entrusted with the responsibility of admitting those 

rescued from the power of the enemy.
1368

 The notion of “τῆς βασιλείας” again 

relies on borrowed notion of kingly power in verses 27-28. Christians gave it its 

meaning to refer to the royal reign or kingdom of God. As an eschatological concept, 

it begun to appear in the prophets and elaborated in the apocalyptic passages such as 

Micah 4:7f; Psalm 102:19, 144: 11-13; Daniel 3:54; 4:3. In the first century Judaism 

Exodus 19:6 gave Israel the grounding as “kingdom of priests and holy nation”. Jesus 

also taught about the heavenly origin and the nature of the kingdom. Jesus shared the 

symbol βασιλεία (kingdom or empire) which evoked the expectation of the 

restoration of the Davidic reign over Israel and the demise of Roman colonialism. It 

also evoked an apocalyptic vision of a universal kingdom of cosmological 

dimensions.  It is not clear from the text what it is that Peter is given authority over. It 

is also not clear whether the authority is to exclude or include people in the Christian 

community or whether it is to interpret and teaching what God‟s will/law forbids or 

permits.
1369

 What is clear though is that Peter is given the key so that “ὃ ἐὰν δήσῃς 

ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς ἒσται δεδεμένον ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς” and “ὃ ἐὰν λύσῃς ἐπὶ τῆς 

γῆς ἒσται λελυμένον ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς.” It is debatable as to what is to be bound 

and loose. Peter is the man who is given the keys to unlock and lock not the church 

but heaven.
1370

  

                                                 
1367

 Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon, 17. 
1368

 Zerwick, A Grammatical Analysis of the Greek New Testament, 53. 
1369

 Carter, Matthew and the Margins, 336. 
1370

 Luz, Matthew 8-20, 357. 



[331] 

 

It is my contention that Peter‟s confession must be understood in light of his 

counsel and consequent rebuke from Jesus. The meaning of this text must be 

interpreted in the context of Jesus‟ rebuke and the use of the term σκάνδαλον. Jesus 

declaration to Peter in Matthew 16:13-28 must be understood in light of Matthean use 

of Σκάνδαλον (Matthew 16:23; 18:7), Σκάνδαλίση (Matthew 18:6), and 

Σκάνδαλίζει (Matthew 18:8). Matthew heightens the enormity of “ὓπαγε ὀπίσω 

μου σατανᾶ σκάνδαλον εἲ ἐμοῦ” in verse 23 with Peter‟s denial of Jesus in 

Matthew 26:69-75. When Peter heard of Jesus‟ anticipated suffering in verses 20-21, 

he took Jesus aside saying “ἳλεώς σοι, κύριε” i.e. “God forbid, Lord!”  In response 

Jesus accused him of scandalising Jesus i.e. Peter was a “stumbling block”. The 

contrast with 16:16 is stark. Peter takes the role of “σατανᾶ” (Satan), whose 

intention is to distract Jesus from accomplishing God‟s will. Like the Pharisees and 

Sadducees at the beginning of the chapter, Peter “ὃτι οὐ φρονεῖς τά τοῦ θεοῦ 

άλλὰ τὰτῶν ἀνθρώπων” i.e. he has set his mind not on the things of God but on 

the things of men (human beings).  

Issues of Interpretation: 

 The first issue that is clear from the pericope considered above is that of 

neutrality. Matthew is quite clear about his purpose in editing, redacting and authoring 

the pericope. He selectively chose what to include in his writing. He ignores and 

omits to a large extent the social and political structures as well as the colonial 

experiences of his time. He lifts his readers to the level of the ethereal and surreal 

from which the new “nation”/”kingdom”/”community” operates while he maintains 

silence on the issues of life, culture, politics and society. This opens the possibility of 

historical critical hermeneuts to conclude that reading of the texts has to be context 
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specific. Even though the New Testament writings were mainly written for religious 

purposes
1371

 it is not possible to divorce them from their socio-political as well as 

cultural milieu. As Sugirtharajah observes, Jesus undertook his work and ministry at a 

time when Galilee was under imperial occupation.
1372

 The influence of Pax Romana, 

political subjugation of people by Rome, Graeco-Romana social and cultural 

influences, and territorial colonisation must have had tremendous impact on Jesus‟ 

movement and subsequent Christian community.  

Formerly colonised communities need to make sense of the New Testament 

silence on these issues since such issues must have affected the poor and the 

disadvantaged of colonial society in antiquity more than the writers of the New 

Testament texts. Hermeneuts must be willing to probe further why it is that Jesus who 

did not spare local profiteers and those with vested interests (who openly colluded 

with the empire) desisted from getting into direct confrontation or resistance against 

the colonial power. If the New Testament writings, as Fiorenza articulates, are to be 

understood not as “abstract, timeless theological ideas or norms” but as “faith 

responses to concrete historical situations”,
1373

 then African hermeneuts should not 

shy from reconstructing early Christian origin and the impact colonialism had on the 

group as it struggled with its unique existence. This will not only demand moving 

beyond the New Testament writings as we know them but also imaginative 

engagement with the Canon itself. 

The pericope likewise suppresses the voices of “the people of the land” and 

demonises the Pharisees and the Sadducees while it accords special status to Peter and 

the disciples. Luz has convincingly argued that the pericope was a harking back to the 
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time of the apostles when the Christian community was seeking a “unitary vision” of 

the gospel. In other words, the work of a unifying vision that disregarded “the people 

of the land” and condemned Jewish leadership was the work of interpreters. The 

silence or suppression of certain voices in the New Testament opens the possibility of 

interpreting biblical texts from the position of power, strength and might such as we 

witnessed in colonial Kenya even though Peter‟s position is clearly that one of 

weakness. Mosala aptly concludes that the  

real reason the dominant groups in the society are able to claim to be grounded 

in the best tradition of Christianity and at the same time to be part of the 

structures and societal process that alienate and impoverish others is that that 

accommodation happened in the formation of the biblical texts themselves.
1374

 

 

Behind the Matthean text in consideration there is a reality of which the text does not 

speak about.
1375

 

 The third issue can be understood in light of verse 17 - a commission of Peter 

as representative of the Church.
1376

 In this case, the pericope is projected as a 

document with a missional thrust in which modern missionary enterprises could build 

on. In essence, the Bible provides “critical language to judge other people‟s cultures 

and texts.”
1377

 However, the missionary motif to which the modern missionary 

ascribes to was not part of Jesus‟ language in the pericope, if we take Luz‟s claim 

seriously that Matthew 16:17 was authored by Matthew himself and that the rest of 

Peter‟s confession was the work of Christians who desired a complete break from 

Judaism in order to build a unique community with a unitary vision. Matthew 16: 18-

19 was not written with Africans or other indigenous people in mind neither was it 

written for the triumphalistic nineteenth century missionaries. 
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The fourth issue is that of purity. As this research has shown, one of the 

colonial church‟s works was to guard the Christian message and the Bible from being 

tarnished by indigenous texts (in this case oral literature and culture.) The modern 

exegete faces the same parameters set to safeguard against such impurities. The Bible 

is seen as containing a single, pure and authentic truth. Jesus is seen as having left a 

blueprint for the Christian Church from which every exegete or hermeneut must seek 

out the “orthodox”, “apostolic” truth and tradition from which the “true church” is 

founded. Nonetheless, there is no single way of conceptualising early Christian 

origins. There is no single approach or explanation that can adequately grasp the 

complexity of the New Testament writings. The work of the pericope discussed above 

shows that such an ideological construct of the early Christian beginnings is an ideal 

one rather than a real one. Matthew allowed various voices in the pericope to 

hybridise and even syncretise ideas and idioms of the emerging Christian community 

with those of “pagan” Rome and of Judaism.  

To acknowledge this process is to accept that there was a human process 

involved in the rereading of the Old Testament, Greek and Roman ideas and idioms 

and then applying them to Jesus. This does not mean that there is any fraud or 

deception involved but it points to what Luke Timothy Johnson has stated as the 

involvement of “the human impulse to interpret transforming experiences in the light 

of the available symbols.”
1378

 In addition, scholars as we have seen consider the 

pericope to be a direct product of a “counter society” that sought to distance itself 

from the existing Judaism of Palestine and of the Diaspora.  

It is my contention that when the trained hermeneuts commit themselves to 

read the Bible critically with the ordinary readers, such an engagement offers the 
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ordinary readers the opportunity to interrogate texts and interpretations. As they 

engage the text together, both the scholarly reader and the ordinary reader, raise new 

questions concerning the historical and literary contexts of biblical texts, expanding 

“the moral imagination of the interpretive process.”
1379

 The expansion of moral 

imagination includes analysis of how cultural production, collective memory and 

literary imagination of communities in the Bible may have been shaped by the socio-

political domination of successive empires.
1380

  

Yet still, the socially engaged scholar must be willing to learn from the poor 

and marginalised for while they may not possess academic credentials, they have 

knowledge and experiences that scholars do not possess. 

8.4.2  A Commitment to Read from the Experienced Reality of Societal 

Margins 

Gerald West proposes that biblical scholars need to recast their engagement 

with the text where the interest should be solidly grounded on the “effects of 

communication” rather than “mechanics” that standardise or prescribe readings that 

do not fit the specific circumstances of the contemporary reader.
1381

 This requires a 

commitment to read the Bible from the experienced reality of the community of 

struggle.
1382

 It is a commitment to include “the interpretative perspectives of the 

societal margins”.
1383

 These perspectives include ordinary readers‟ “language, 

categories of concepts, needs, questions, interests and resources”.
1384
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One point that this research has shown beyond any shadow of doubt is that 

colonial Christianity at all levels of its operation and the Bible reading thereof were 

ideologically distorted and principally served the status quo.
1385

 This was contrary to 

the colonial church‟s claim to the presentation of the Christian Gospel and the Bible 

to the Africans as an innocent, noble and transparent response to Christ‟s call for the 

Great Commission. Nonetheless, to accept the commitment to reading the Bible from 

the experienced reality of societal margins requires an acknowledgement of the 

general demise of the ideology of objectivity. It requires some form of conversion 

from claims of impartiality, objectivity, neutrality, and value-free reading of biblical 

texts.
1386

 The commitment challenges assumptions that there can be an objective 

observer and an objective object to which scientific investigation is used.
1387

  

Such a commitment is in part represented in liberation, black theology and 

postcolonial criticism, which for the last several decades have sought for an 

“epistemological break”; a commitment to the poor; and “accountability to and 

solidarity with the conquered living and dead.”
1388

 Rather than be preoccupied with 

questions of religiosity, canonical status, historicity and purpose of biblical texts, 

liberation and black theology as well as postcolonial criticism have been committed to 

the task of serving the cause of liberation.
1389

 In this case, hermeneutics must take 

sides, particularly accepting the “preferential option for the poor”.
1390

 Liberation and 
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black theology as well as postcolonial criticism have invited “socially engaged 

scholars” (to used Gerald West‟s term) to become engaged in the perspective of the 

poor and oppressed in relationship to justice.
1391

 Taking sides with the poor means 

going beyond the traditional notion of justice as, “give to each what is due.” Biblical 

hermeneutics should go beyond the quest for determining what is “due.”  

If we first consider the realities of injustices (which come in form of 

colonialism, sexism, ethnicity, racism, economic oppression, political repression 

among others), then our starting point will no longer be giving to each what is due but 

to correct injustices. What is “due” is not due in the abstract but in the concrete. If 

justice begins with the correction of injustices, then the most important tools for 

understanding justice will be the stories of injustice as experienced by the victims of 

injustice. Those who bear the blunt forces of injustices are usually the societal 

margins. In this case justice takes a narrative form because it is the stories of 

injustices as experienced by the victims that count. However, liberation hermeneutics 

in its option for the poor does not go far enough. This is because it subordinates the 

categories and contributions of the poor‟s experience to the terms of the intellectuals 

trained in social sciences.
1392

 According to liberation hermeneutics, the role of the 

biblical scholar is to empathise and be in solidarity with the poor while his or her 

critical function of seeking ideological hegemony remains supreme. The critical 

function, aims at developing forms of critical consciousness that awaken the poor and 

marginalised while at the same time helping to break the poor‟s culture of silence and 

complacency.  
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I have shown elsewhere in this dissertation that the colonised, for example, 

were not as complacent as it may appear.
1393

 Following Homi Bhabha I have argued 

that even such simple acts as mimicry was not an act of straightforward homage to 

colonialism but a way of eluding control.
1394

 In order to forebear their despair and 

work through their anxieties and alienations towards life the colonised developed 

what Bhabha refers to as “culture of survival” while living “in-between cultural 

traditions and revealing hybrid forms of life and art that do not have a prior existence 

within the discrete world of any single culture or language”.
1395

 In this state the 

colonised claimed a right to narrate, right to “difference in equality”. Thus, though 

unacknowledged or unheralded or ignored, they became part of the dialogue. They 

would encounter themselves in “a double movement…once a stranger, and then as a 

friend.”
1396

 Due to the ambivalences, anxieties and contradictions as well as the 

hybrid nature of colonial discourses, colonial situation offered an “in-between” space 

which provided the terrain for elaborating strategies of selfhood, innovative sites of 

collaboration, and contestation as well as the possibility of negotiations.
1397

 Simply 

put, the poor and the marginalised enter the interstices created, develop their own 

language of survival and the terms of any negotiation are always contested. 

An example of a covert but active language of resistance to a seemingly silent 

and complacent poor was captured by C.M.S. missionary Rev. H. D Hooper several 

decades ago. Hooper quoted from a song sung in vernacular by rickshaw boys
1398

 to 

enliven their European passengers who were clueless to the content of the song. The 
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song quoted below bore pungent references to the Europeans and the colonial 

government: 

Great and wise and wonderful is the European, 

He came into our land with his wisdom and his might 

He made wars cease. 

He causes our fields to bring forth plenty 

And our flocks to increase. 

He gives us great riches, and then – 

He takes them all away again in taxes. 

Great and wise and wonderful is the European.
1399

  

The time frame within which this song was popular among Africans was during the 

already discussed period when Africans were experiencing great awakening to racial 

and social barriers that were handicapping and proving an obstacle to African 

advancement. The song is a good example showing that there is usually no silence to 

break or a language to create when it comes to engaging the poor and marginalised.  

8.4.3  Commitment to read the Bible Communally with Each Other 

Kwok Pui-Lan contends that biblical interpretation, for those living in the 

margins,
1400

 is not just a religious matter but has significant social and political 

ramifications.
1401

 This is because there is no area of the lives of those in the margins 

that is not affected by the way society is organised and by the whole operation and 

mechanism of power. Pui-Lan‟s claim brings me to my last point of consideration. 

There must be a commitment to read the Bible communally “with” each other where 

power relations are acknowledged and equalised as far as it is possible. Speaking 

“with” the common or ordinary reader of the Bible should be differentiated from the 

liberation theologians‟ efforts to act as creators of “critical consciousness” in order to 
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help to “break „the culture of silence‟ created by the accommodation of the poor and 

marginalized to the logic of domination.”
1402

 

One thing that is for sure in the kind of decolonisation of biblical hermeneutics 

envisioned here is to make an effort in “problematizing” the notion that as scholars we 

can „listen to‟ or „speak for‟/‟speak on behalf of‟ the poor and marginalised. As 

biblical scholars we need to pay attention to what Gerald West has articulately 

referred to as potential problems where scholars “either romanticize and idealize the 

contribution of the poor and marginalized or they minimize and rationalize the 

contributions of these communities and sectors.”
1403

 In the first instance to assume 

that we can „listen to‟ presupposes one whose voice speaks as a “wholly self-knowing 

subject free from ideology”.
1404

 On the other hand, „speaking for‟ denies the subject 

status of the poor and marginalised. The latter argument as West observes is 

dangerously seductive because when the intellectual takes the position of “the absent 

nonrepresenter” his/her role in “selectively constructing the subjectivity of the Other 

in the process of re-presenting them is hidden.”
1405

 Decolonisation has to move 

beyond “speaking for” to “positionality as participating subjects” and enter into a 

“speaking with”.
1406

 

As this research has shown, ordinary people are equal to the challenges that 

confront them. Through the study of the Agĩkũyũ and their colonial encounter with 

the Bible, I have been able to show that the meaning of the text is produced by mutual 

interaction between the reader and the text. In addition, biblical interpretation is 

thoroughly social and a product of the emotional, the imaginative and the intellectual 
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activity of a community. Therefore, reading with the marginalised should always aim 

at bringing people together, to discuss, propose and receive directions.
1407

 They 

should be able to speak, express themselves freely, and to put forth new ideas. Such 

an act as Fanon put forward, is liturgical.
1408

 It is a privileged occasion given to 

people to listen and to speak. The “brain increases in its participation and the eye 

discovers a landscape more and more in keeping with human dignity”.
1409

 In the end 

hermeneutics raises the level of thought. It opens people‟s mind as well as awakening 

them. 

A reading with the ordinary readers also acknowledges that readers because of 

their particular social, cultural and religious location perceive specific meanings in the 

text. The articulation of the particular and the contingent historical and social reality 

of the readers problematise further the contested terrains in biblical hermeneutics. It 

also expands our imagination and creativity as we come to terms with out 

interconnected subjectivities whether as an ordinary reader or as an intellectual. This 

is why I want to propose the metaphor Sokoni
1410

 as the starting point in which both 

the “ordinary” readers and socially engaged scholars can engage the Bible through the 

language of the African theatre and storytelling as hermeneutical tools. 

8.4.3a  At the market place: Sokoni 

There is great value in reconstructing Kenyan reality that defines the 

individual as meaningful only in relation to others. This realisation that human 

existence is incomplete without relationships ought to guide biblical interpretation in 

the Kenyan context. In my view, then, Sokoni provides the most appropriate space 

within which participation in biblical hermeneutics can take place. Sokoni is not 

                                                 
1407

 See Frantz Fanon theory of education in “The Pitfalls of National Consciousness”, The Wretched of 

the Earth, 119-165. 
1408

 Ibid., 157. 
1409

 Ibid,. p.157. 
1410

 This is the Kiswahili word, which literally means “at the marketplace.” 
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ideological but is a real place; it is not a building but a place full of people drawn 

together to participate in the life of the community. In Kenya, every village has its 

own Soko (Market.) Sokoni is a common ground where the community meets to 

exchanges goods through trade and as well as sharing information. Here, the old and 

the young meet, the seller and the buyer meet. Here, life abounds and people are 

happy not because of what they have but because of what they give and receive as a 

community. It is the lifeline of the community. 

At the Kenyan Soko women and men have their personhood established 

because they control their own economic resources and claim their status in the 

community. These people are the food growers, processors and distributors. At 

Sokoni, people come to celebrate life and resources. It is at Sokoni where young 

people go to hang out with their friends. Lovers meet here. The administrators as well 

as the politicians come to meet their constituents at the marketplace. Sokoni is unlike 

the church, which is exclusively the space for Christians. At the marketplace 

capitalists, thieves, carjackers, Christians, men, women and children rub shoulders. At 

the marketplace, people share news, gossips, and hopes. It is at the marketplaces that 

the Christians, Muslims as well as Traditionalists compete to proselytise the market 

goers. At Sokoni, people come to lament, to find consolation, meaning, and to find 

fulfilment of their existence. 

I am proposing that the model of the traditional Kenyan market should inform 

the attempt for hermeneutics with the poor. The marketplace provides space within 

which participation is possible. It symbolises the totality of community life and space. 

It is the place of dialogue with the past and future where new ideas are born. People 

come from different locations and through interaction with each other build 

relationships. It is the arena through which theoretical discourse becomes historical 
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events, which touches people‟s hearts and transforms their understanding of the 

world. It is where the righteous and unholy meet. They find consolation, meaning and 

fulfilment. It is a real event in the real lives of people called into critical dialogue with 

one another. 

8.4.3b  The language of the African theatre  

The African theatre is another powerful tool that can be employed in reading 

communally with the poor and marginalised. Theatre in the African village is not a 

modern phenomenon as wa Thiong‟o has adequately shown. Drama has its origin in 

human struggles against nature and against fellow humans.
1411

 In Kenya it is as old as 

the Kenyan community. Through rites and ceremonies to bless the tools used for 

cultivation and planting, ceremonies to celebrate life and victories as well as initiation 

rituals, Kenyans re-enacted their own experiences of life and nature. wa Thiong‟o 

asserts that, “the real language of the African theatre is to be found in the struggles of 

the oppressed, for it is out of those struggles that a new Africa is being born.”
1412

 A 

good example is the Gĩkũyũ revolutionary Ituĩka cultural festival
1413

 enacted every 

                                                 
1411

 wa Thiong‟o, Decolonising the Mind, 36. 
1412

 Ibid., 60. 
1413

 Ituĩka was first recorded by Routledge as a secret society connected with snake worship – it was a 

ceremony only discussed by elders of the same age – younger grade would not be allowed into the 

knowledge of this ceremony. Hobley, who refuted Routledge‟s association of the ceremony with snake 

worship, considered the ceremony as a final initiation in which only the qualified elders were allowed 

to attend. There is disagreement on the period when the last Ituĩka was held. Hobley suggests the end 

of the great famine of 1898-9 while Routledge records 2
nd

 September 1903 as the date when the last 

ceremony was held. According to Hobley, this ceremony took place when all members of the current 

rika were circumcised. The decision as to the time or date of the ceremony, the senior elders (Athuri a 

Kiama) would make the final decision. This council consisted of eight senior most elders. The principal 

elder of each village was expected to attend. It was a kind of handing over ceremony in which the 

senior elders instructed their juniors in the customs of the community. The ceremony was held every 

twenty-five years to mark the handing over of power from one generation to another. The ceremony 

was celebrated through feasting, dancing, and singing over a period of six months. This ceremony was 

always re-enacted in a dramatic procession. According to Kenyatta, the last known attempt of the 

ceremony and a change of generation was set to take place in 1925 but with the initial preparation, the 

Ituĩka ceremonial dances and songs were declared illegal and seditious by the Colonial Government. 

W. Scoresby Routledge and Katherine Routledge, With a prehistoric people: the Akikúyu of British 

East Africa: being some account of the method of life and mode of thought found existent amongst a 

nation on its first contact with European civilisation (London: Edward Arnold, 1910), 237-238; C. W. 

Hobley, Bantu Beliefs and Magic: With Particular Reference to the Kikuyu and Akamba Tribes of 

Kenya Colony; Together with some Reflections on East Africa After War (London: H. F. & G. 
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twenty-five years both as a ceremony transferring power from one generation to the 

other and as a communal renewal of their commitment to a struggle against tyrants as 

their ancestors the Iregi
1414

 generation had done.  

In theatre, as wa Thiong‟o asserts, we settle the question of language, audience 

and show the unity and continuity of the struggle.
1415

 This is because people make 

theatre. The people‟s life is the very essence of the African theatre. Through the 

theatre, we capture the African soul through dances and songs as integral part of the 

conversation. Communicating the Bible through the African theatre reconnects people 

with that tradition of resistance. The theatre becomes a continuation of the Christian 

conversation and action. The study of the Agĩkũyũ‟s encounter with the Bible has 

shown that the community was able to keep alive their culture and history through a 

revolutionary culture of courage and patriotic heroism through theatre. Most 

importantly, despite the sustained colonial efforts to reconfigure the Africans through 

biblical language, the poor and marginalised Africans were able to incorporate the 

language of the African theatre with their new experiences as Christians. They did not 

only use the African language of theatre as a means of communication but also as a 

carrier of their culture and history.
1416

 The African theatre served them as “the 

collective memory bank” of their experience in history and as an important agent in 

                                                                                                                                            
Witherby, 1922), 77ff; Jomo Kenyatta, Facing Mount Kenya (London: Secker & Warburg, 1938), 186-

230; See also a letter by Silas N. Karimu sent to Rev. H. D. Hooper and dated November 22
nd

, 1927 in 

Unofficial Papers/CMS/Acc./85/F/5 (part), The Special Collection, University of Birmingham. 
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Kenya, 186-230. 
1415

 wa Thiong‟o, Decolonising the Mind, 44. 
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forming collective and individual image of the self.
1417

 Therefore, there is a great need 

for biblical studies to reconnect with the broken roots of the African theatre. 

8.4.3c  Story Telling and Pedagogy 

In addition, reading out biblical texts could easily become a new version of the 

traditional art of storytelling. After receiving the Bible message, the people should 

have the capacity to react and interpret it. One of the best ways of doing this is 

through retelling in their own words what they have heard and experienced. This is 

enhanced when they do it in a group setting so that they can exchange and discuss 

their experiences. Biblical hermeneutics through storytelling should focus on human 

freedom as the capacity to surpass the given and look at things as if they could be 

otherwise. When the poor and the marginalised in Kenya read the biblical texts, they 

read them as if they provide simple details of actual historical events. But as I have 

argued before, the socially engaged biblical scholars must be willing to reconstruct 

the socio-historical origins of the Christian movement in antiquity. The goal of such a 

reconstruction should not only bring out the pedagogical value of biblical message(s), 

but also it should make the hermeneutical connection between the experience of the 

antiquity struggling people‟s daily life and the experience of the poor and the 

marginalised of our time. When such stories are told, they should aim at keeping the 

community together and ensure their survival. The goal of such a notion is to help 

Christians to see themselves becoming different from what they have been. Stories 

told in light of the Christian gospel ought to instil beliefs that they, as the people of 

God, have the capacity to accomplish what they choose to do.  

This relates to the African human experience and structures, which yield an 

integrated understanding of the value of life. That which contains the essence of life 
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 wa Thiong‟o, Decolonising the Mind, 15. 
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comprehends the totality of human experience. It is in the experience that we live in 

the moral universe as beings nurtured by the web of life-giving and life-sustaining 

relationships. These relationships nourished through family and extended families in 

order to guarantee social and cultural continuity. Stories ought to be the basis of 

telling the way we feel about the world, society, children, families, what enrages us, 

and what makes us happy and how we experience God. Through storytelling, we can 

make connections between faith and action. Stories challenge; they help rediscover 

and rename the truth that has been hidden or revealed.   
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CHAPTER 9: GENERAL CONCLUSION 

This study has been able to identify the interconnection and correlation of 

colonial reading(s) of the Bible and interpretation(s) in colonial Kenya to the 

discourses on human subject, culture and race. A postcolonial analysis reveals that 

what colonial discourses commonly circulated about Africans was not “truth” but 

representations. The colonial Church in the act of representing colonial subjects 

almost always stood as the objective and neutral arbitrator. The colonial church saw 

itself as divinely entrusted with the “deposit of truth” (i.e. the Bible) to propagate and 

interpret God‟s law. The Bible stood as a stable and safe text containing absolutes 

whose consequent assumption was a particular, stable, coherent, and normative way 

of interpreting the Bible. Colonial Bible reading and interpretation, aimed at 

establishing first the universality of God‟s law. Through simplistic, partial and highly 

selective use of biblical texts, the texts would be read as though they were written 

with the Africans in mind. However, the hermeneut was not to enter into dialogue 

with the African pagan but instead impose the law of God. Colonial hermeneutics 

convinced that God desired for the cultural and spiritual conversion of the Africans, it 

intended to create a specific social environment in terms of morality, aesthetic, 

behaviour, and faith.  

Nonetheless, a postcolonial perspective also shows that colonial discourses 

remained more ambivalent than resolute in aims. They were largely contradictory and 

a careful analysis of the “reality” they pretended to represent reveals instability and 

anxieties. Though biblical reading and interpretation succeeded in causing 

displacement and disjunctions to the colonial subjects, colonial hermeneutics could 

not replicate the perfect law of God. Through language, space and temporality 

hermeneuts encountered the colonial “other” who could not be fixed within a stable 
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discourse of colonialism. Due to the ambivalences, anxieties and contradictions as 

well as the hybrid nature of colonial discourses, colonial situation offered an “in-

between” space which provided the terrain for elaborating strategies of selfhood, 

innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation as well as the possibility of 

negotiations. Psychology, psychoanalysis, and social anthropology opened further the 

interrogatory interstices between the acts of representation and the presence of the 

colonised community where hermeneutics, cultural values, and experiences were 

negotiated and hybridised.  

Further, a postcolonial analysis of the act of Bible translation confirms my 

thesis that colonialism was never able to fix the African identities and representations 

into stable discourses due to its ambivalence and contractions. This becomes apparent 

if we accept translation as an act of interpretation. Even though colonial translators 

claimed fidelity to the original-source text as the hall mark that authenticated their 

translation of the Gĩkũyũ New Testament, the untranslatability of some of the biblical 

concepts into Gĩkũyũ, adaptation and assimilation of native terms and concepts such 

as Ngai among others, attested otherwise. Translation also offered Africans a key 

entry into the new order and opened the possibility of subversion. Evidence has been 

offered to show that political imagination and creativity informed Africans‟ 

translations of scriptural texts, such as that of Kaggia and Kenyatta. Africans used 

their imaginations to expose and challenge any claim to the innocence of the 

translated text.  

The Africans‟ translations and the work of some missionaries such as Ludwig 

Krapf who did not operate within the colonial missionary-translator mindset, points to 

the possibility of alternative translations of biblical texts that would be more 

empowering against missionaries‟ humiliating and disparaging translations. In 
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addition, imagination and innovation took centre stage once the Africans had the 

Bible translated in a language that they clearly understood. It offered them the ability 

to utilise the resources they had as ordinary readers and creating the opportunity for a 

common sense hermeneutics. 

The common sense hermeneutics that emerged encapsulate many of the 

qualities of postcolonial theory. In the first place it challenged the colonial position 

that only tutored or civilised mind could conceptually read and engage in meaningful 

hermeneutics. It shows that ordinary readers can also engage in meaningful and 

liberating hermeneutics. By invoking complex cultural codes through proverbs, 

marebeta and homilies, Africans represented in this study as ordinary readers were 

able to articulate their vision, the contradictions and ambivalence of the colonial 

situation. Besides using ordinary cultural tools, they employed allusion as a valid 

method of interpretations to create for themselves political messages, economic terms 

and moral requirements in order to overcome the challenges the community faced. 

Hybridity, which missionaries dismissed as syncreticism, also became a distinctive 

mark of the evolving common sense hermeneutics. For example, Mũiguithania in 

particular stood on the contested space between the colonial interpretation of orthodox 

gnosis, and the African traditional responses and resistance to colonial epistemology. 

Mũiguithania‟s hermeneutics infused both traditional and western elements. Through 

this newsletter, the Agĩkũyũ nationalism claimed control of the spiritual and inner 

domain of culture with the ultimate goal of regain control of the physical space. In 

addition to allusion and hybridity, the dissenting Agĩkũyũ employed the language of 

African theatre to create alternative hermeneutical notion of liberty, freedom and 

human dignity. Their common sense hermeneutics helped them regain their belief in 

themselves. It also gave voice to the people‟s collective identity and history. 
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However, the study has also shown that the inability for the common sense 

hermeneutics to move beyond the essentials of the Gĩkũyũ nationalism exposed it to 

nativism. The Gĩkũyũ nationalism or nationalistic consciousness led to frozen rigidity 

which pushed out the white colonialists only to replace them with African elites who 

replicated the old colonial order. This example serves as a warning to any provincial 

reading of the Bible that ends up promoting nativism. Nonetheless, beyond this 

provincialism, we witness African Christians who were bold enough to raise sharp 

contextual questions and commitments as their point of entry to salvation history as 

experienced in the encounter with the gospel.  

In the end, this study has shown that the critical principle of interpretation lies 

not in the Bible itself, but in the community of readers willing to cultivate dialogical 

imagination for their own liberation. In this case, rather than seeing the encounter 

with the Bible as a one way encounter where the Bible acts as stable and fixed text 

whose truth is self-evident, this principle reverse this encounter. The encounter with 

the text also reveals that such an encounter does not happen in a vacuum. Instead, it 

involves active participation in the historical process of transformation from within a 

particular social location. The Africans met with the Bible within distinctive reality, 

religious-cultural and socio-political experiences. These experiences generated 

particular questions which influenced their hermeneutics. However, when control and 

surveillance persist, such hermeneutics betrays ambiguous and varied expression. 

The postcolonial story continues with the ordinary readers negotiating, 

modifying, relativising and even resisting the Bible. The way ahead remains open to 

possibilities particularly if we are willing to read the Bible with the ordinary readers 

in order to re-member what colonialism has dismembered. This is why I have 

proposed an African hermeneutic theory that accepts both scholarly readers and the 
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ordinary readers with respect to biblical interpretation as involved in the act of 

reading constituting a community of readers within their particular sociocultural 

milieu. It calls the socially engaged scholars to commit to read the Bible from the 

experienced reality of societal margins; read communally with each other; and to read 

critically. The metaphor Sokoni (at the marketplace) is proposed as the starting point 

in which both the “ordinary” readers and socially engaged scholars can engage the 

Bible through the language of the African theatre and storytelling as hermeneutical 

tools. 
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APPENDIX I 
Lamentation 5:1

1418
 

Ni Twambe Tukaere Ngai Atuhotithie: 

 

Ngai ririkana maundu maria  

mothe matucothereirie, rora 

wone 

irumi iria turarumwo nacio.  

Wone ati igai riitu rihetwo 

ageni, 

ona nyumba ciitu, itwitwo cia 

nduriri ingi. 

 

Tutwikite ngoria ta tukwireirwo 

ni maithe maitu, Atuciari 

mahana 

ta makwireirwo ni arume ao, 

Mae maitu tuguraga na mbeca, 

nacio ngu ciitui nikwendaerio  

twendagirio. 

 

Area matumiritetie 

matwirigiceirie 

ngingo, rora wone ndungata 

nicio 

nene kuri ithwi, twonoga 

irio ciitu na thena; gekeno kia 

ngoro ni kihuku, na mathako 

maitu matwikite kirero. 

 

Ngai witu wee uikaraga mindi  

na mindi; Geikaro geaku kia 

riri 

ni kia agu na agu; 

Ukuriganirwo 

ni ithwi hingo ciothe niki, na 

ugaturekia matuku maiga 

ugwo? 

Twerekere twikinyire nawe, 

utwike mutirima witu. 

Let us first cry unto God to enable us: 

Lamentations 5:1 

 

                                                 
1418

 The fact that the word used for 

Lamentation is a Swahili one - Maomboleo 

5:1, indicates that this was not available in 

Kikuyu but Swahili. See Ni Twambe Tukaere 

Ngai Atuhotithie,  “Muigwithania wa Andu na 

Bururi wa Gikuyu” August 1928, Vol. 1, no. 4 

pg 4. 

O God, remember all the things 

which we face; look and see the 

insults with which we are 

insulted. See how that our 

inheritance is given to other 

people. 

 

We have become orphans as 

though our fathers were dead. 

Our mothers are as though 

bereaved of their men. We buy 

our water with money, and our 

firewood is sold to us. 

 

Those that pursue us are about 

our necks; look and see how 

that servants are greater than 

us; we obtain our food with 

difficulty, the joy of our hearts 

has become barren, and our 

games have turned to 

mourning. 

 

Our God, you who abide 

forever; your throne is for 

generation to generation, why 

do you always forget us and 

abandon us for so long? Turn to 

us that we may walk with you, 

you being our staff.
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APPENDIX II 
“Maombi ya Kumuobea Kiongozi chetu Bwana Harry Thuku na Wazee Watuongozae 

pamoja Nae” (Prayer for our Leader Harry Thuku together with other Leading Elders) 

“Bwana Harry Thuku…na wazee wakwe wametauliwa ni Mwenyienzi M‟ngu 

wetu kuwa viongozi vyetu kwa mambo ya sasa ya utumwa ambao hatukuwa nao 

zamani ya Wazungu hawajaja katika inti hii yetu ya East Africa. Tena Kumbukeni ya 

kwamba Mwenyinzi M‟ngu aliyewatoa wana wa Israeli katika nyumba ya utumwa wa 

m‟taume Farao, hakusafiri walla hatasafiri tungali nae hatta sasa nae ndie tuombae 

tena ndie M‟ngu wetu, tena twaamini kama mbele za Mwenyenzi M‟ngu wetu hakuna 

tafauti ya weupe walla ya weusi, wana-Adamu wote ni sawa-bi-sawa mbele zakwe 

Jehova Mwenyienzi M‟ngu wetu aliye hai. 

Tena kumbukeni ya kwamba Goliathu hakuweza kumudhuru Daudi alipokuwa 

motto Daudi, walla alipokuwa mkubwa Daudi pia Saulo hakuweza kumdhuru, maana 

Daudi alikuwa mteule wa Jehova Mwenyienzi M‟ngu wetu. Tena Kumbukeni 

yakwamba Wazungu na swiswi pamoja hatuoni haya kumuombea M‟faame wetu 

George, na vivyo hivyo msione haya kumuombea kiongozi chetu na walio tini yakwe. 

Someni katika vyo hivi vitakavyotajwa hapa tini milango yakwe na vifungo vyakwe:-  

Waefeso 6:18-19; Wafilipi 4: 6-7; Wakolosai 4:2-3; Jakubu 5:16-17; Waefeso 5:17-

18.”  
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