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Missionaries and Their Effect on Africa


The world is full of different religions and spiritual views.  Today especially, it seems as though there are different religions around every corner.  And though some are more popular than others and some are also more socially acceptable than others, they all still exist.  Christianity seems to exist, in some form, in pretty much every part of the world.  But that wasn’t always the case.  Christianity wasn’t originally so widely practiced all over the world.  However, Christian nations have, throughout history, attempted to convert other nations and cultures to Christianity through the use of missionaries.  In the process of this conversion, families, villages, tribes, and full cultures were torn apart and disintegrated by the effects of the missionaries and by all that came with the religious conversion.

In the novel, Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe, a tribe of Ibo people live in the village of Umuofia, which is located in Nigeria.  The tribe seems to be extremely unified and quite harmonious at the beginning of the novel.  They work hard, the people of the tribe are highly spiritual, and they also have strong family values
.  

Everything the Ibo people did, they took into consideration what the Oracle, who is pretty much the voice of their God, would think about it.  If the Ibo people thought the Oracle would be displeased, they would try not to do it, though sometimes there were instances when certain people didn’t think before they acted – and then the Oracle would punish them in some way.  For instance, before the people of Umuofia could plant their crops they had to have a Week of Peace, where they could say no harsh words nor take any harsh actions towards anyone or anything, that way the goddess of the earth would bless their crops.  Okonkwo, the main character of the story, had beaten one of his wives during Week of Peace, which was unheard of.  The other members of the tribe got very angry with him because the Oracle would find out about it and could punish the entire the village – all because Okonkwo couldn’t control his temper.  Because of his actions, Ezeani, the priest of the earth goddess, Ani, told Okonkwo he had to take a sacrifice to the shrine of Ani so she would allow their crops to grow.

Clearly, the Ibo were very serious about their religion.  Later on in the novel, some Christian missionaries come to Umuofia (from England).  Some of the Ibo people didn’t show much concern about these new white visitors.  However, others were quite worried and felt threatened by the missionaries – they didn’t know much about them, except for an incident that took place in a nearby village.  When a single white man had arrived at a nearby village, the people of that village had asked their Oracle what to do and the Oracle had said the white man would break apart their village, and there were other white men coming.  So the people of the village killed the white man.

After a while, more white men came to the village and saw the bicycle of the white man that had been killed.  The new white men left and a few weeks later, when the whole clan had gathered at a market, white men surrounded it and killed everyone that was there.   The few members that hadn’t been at the market and survived the attack went to Umuofia and told the people there what happened. 

Eventually the white missionaries came to Umuofia and built churches there.  Some of the people readily converted to Christianity, while others were still convinced that the white people were there to do no good at all.  Eventually, some of the members of the tribe “rebelled” against the white people, and Okonkwo even killed one of them, and this did not make the members of the tribe that had converted, nor the other white men, very happy.  In the end, Christianity ended up splitting up members of the tribe…even those who were part of the same family.

The effects of European missionaries are also shown in a book called How Europe Underdeveloped Africa by Walter Rodney.  Among other ways of how Africa was underdeveloped, missionaries had their own hand in the development (or lack thereof) of Africa.  As far as education goes, missionaries had a hidden agenda when it came to teaching the people of Africa.  Rodney says, “…missionaries gave schooling for their own Christianizing purposes…” 
.  He also notes that the Christian missionaries were just as much responsible for the colonizing of Africa than the traders, soldiers, and explorers, and in certain colonies the missionaries may in fact have brought these other forces to the colonies after they (the missionaries) had been there for awhile.  In Things Fall Apart, it is probably safe to assume that after the missionaries came to Umuofia, that other Europeans began arriving in the village as well, in the form of traders, soldiers, and explorers, which most likely lead to greater colonization opportunities.

Rodney also states that the European churches saw many of the African spiritual customs as being more like witchcraft than religious practices.  The examples Rodney uses are the African cultural beliefs of killing twins, and also using trial by ordeal (the process of determining a person’s guilt of innocence by subjecting them to painful and/or dangerous tests)
.  While to Europeans, these customs may seem barbaric, cruel, or torturous, these were actions that Africans had practiced long before the Europeans had ever come to Africa, and obviously the African people believed that their higher power was content with the practices, otherwise they more than likely wouldn’t have continued these traditions.
In King Leopold’s Ghost by Adam Hochschild, the Portuguese missionaries that first arrived in the Congo region of Africa build schools and churches there.  The African practice of polygamy was strange and unacceptable to them, and they were convinced that the Africans must have been eating something that made them practice such things.  Meanwhile, the British colonists were convinced that their job was to bring civilization and Christianity to Africa – which seems as though they thought African people were uncivilized, Godless heathens. 

There were also Catholic missionaries, and they tended to create children’s colonies.  King Leopold had more influence over these missionaries than the Protestant missionaries because many of the Catholic missionaries were Belgian.  He also provided them with what they needed to run smoothly, and this would make his influence in that area stronger.  Unfortunately, these children’s colonies were not exactly friendly.  The missionaries would use the chicotte (a whip made of raw, sun-dried hippo hide that was cut into a long sharp-edged corkscrew strip)
 and chains to control and punish the children.  And Leopold had ordered that the males in the colonies be trained as soldiers, which many of them became after they graduated.

However, some of the missionaries that traveled to Africa weren’t so cruel.  William Sheppard was the first black American missionary in the Congo region of Africa.  His being sent to Africa by the Southern Presbyterian Church in the United States had been part of a “back-to-Africa” movement that white supremacists had come up with in hopes of ridding the United States of black people.  Sheppard and Reverend Samuel Lapsley (ironically, the son of John Tyler Morgan’s law partner, who had helped establish the “back-to-Africa” plan) established the first Presbyterian mission in the Congo on the Kasai River.  Even though the two men came from completely opposite backgrounds, Lapsley continually wrote letters stating his amazement and respect for Sheppard, who was referred to by the African people as “the black white man”.

Unlike many other missionaries, he seemed to genuinely enjoy what he was doing and enjoyed being in Africa, around the new people and customs. He did, like most of the other missionaries, show his confusion and sometimes disgust at some of the African customs, such as human sacrifice.  However, he remained curious and continued to respect the people of this continent, no matter how different their customs.  

He was, however, a missionary no less.  And while the African people tended to like and respect Sheppard, they still showed little interest in conversion.  There were even those that considered him to be the reincarnated spirit of a former king of the Kuba people.  But the people of the Congo region were happy with their traditions and customs and, though few did convert to Christianity, most of the people were very reluctant to do so.  

Obviously, there were different kinds of missionaries that came to Africa.  Some of them were cruel, and only cared about spreading Christianity.  Others, while wanting to spread Christianity, respected the African’s way of life and attempted to live among them and learn about them and from them.  Sheppard, being a black man himself, probably had a better understanding of what it is like to have new people come in and try to completely change a person or group of people just because they were different.  Perhaps that is why he was able to empathize with the African people and why he didn’t push Christianity on them so much.  He did want to teach them about a new spiritual belief, but he obviously realized that Christianity wasn’t the only religion or way of worship. 

Perhaps another reason why Sheppard wasn’t so pushy with his beliefs is because he wasn’t European.  It is apparent that, while Europeans were dead-set on spreading Christianity, they also wanted to expand their empires and make everyone else who wasn’t like them, like them.  The Catholic missionaries that trained the young men to become soldiers – was their agenda to wipe out the young African male population by training them to do all the fighting for them? 

Europeans “educated” the African people to do the low, bottom-of-the-totem-pole jobs that none of the Europeans wanted to do.  They tried to make the African people believe that they were doing them justice and doing them a favor by educating them.  But their education was so limited – they would have been much better off without it.  The education that they (the African people) had before the Europeans decided it was their job to educate the Africans was much more fitting to their way of life and much more useful to them than the “job training” the Europeans “provided”. 

Of course there was always the treatment of the African people to consider as well.  If any of the Africans disagreed or rebelled against the missionaries or anyone else at the missions who were not African, they were severely punished.  If a person was beaten with the chicotte, they were either extremely weakened, or in some cases they even died.  Again, it seems like another sick way that the Europeans came up with to either wipe out the populations of the world who weren’t like them, or to convince those people that their way was the best way and the only way. 
Few Africans accepted the new ideas that the European missionaries presented.  Many of them were content with their way of life and did not want to change.  They had been living the same way for centuries, and a couple new faces in the crowd were not going to change their minds when it came to such traditions and customs.  But the Europeans were too selfish and greedy to care.  All they wanted was to expand their colonies and make everyone else in the world the same as them.  They couldn’t accept that these people in Africa had been living this way for centuries and had been doing just fine without any sort of European influence before they (the Europeans) decided it was their job to “civilize” and “educate” anyone who different from them.  The Europeans did similar things to the Native Americans – once again, they did not understand a different culture, so instead of trying to make sense of it and comprehend the “other” way of life, they made it their mission to change everything that wasn’t European or Christian about it.  

I’ve always been curious about what made the Europeans decide that they had the right to come in and try to change everything – what made them and their way of life so much better than everyone else?  Other than the fact that they had seemingly more powerful means of warfare and “persuasion”, why did they think everything had to be their way or the highway?  It makes me angry that there were, and still are, people in this world who think that their culture, religion, and overall way of life are the only way to live and go about one’s business. 
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