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ABSTRACT

In the last two decades a new phenomenon has occurred within African
Christianity. There has been a proliferation of new religious groups, churches and
ministries which for the most part have seceded from the classical African Initiated
Churches or among themselves. These movements arose in the wake of the collapsed
economic and political systems in the decade of the 1980s. The failure of nation-
states created massive disillusionment which resulted in many Africans turning to
these popular religions as a place believed to give full participation and satisfaction.

This present work attempts to tell the story of the Eternity Worship Centre as
an example of this new phenomenon by utilizing oral history, relying heavily on the
memories of the founding members. It aims at analyzing and critiquing the traditional
explanations of African independency which states that Africa Initiated Churches
emerged as a result of revolting against legitimate missionary leadership.

The first chapter/ introduction state the purpose, significance and methodology
of this task and review some of the relevant literature. The next four chapters tell the
story of the Eternity Worship Centre and its secession from the Rhema Fellowship.
The second chapter briefly traces the background of Christianity in Africa as well as
the rise and traditional explanations of African independency. Chapter three mainly
focus on the rise of the new phenomenon (popular religion) in Africa in the decade of
the 1980s and concluded with the history of Rhema Fellowship and the birth of
Eternity Worship Centre. Chapter four highlights the analysis and influences on the
Eternity Worship Centre by different religious forces. Chapter five takes a careful
look at the factors which were responsible for the secession of Eternity Worship
Centre from the Rhema Fellowship. The thesis concluded with lessons,
recommendations, and future of the new phenomenon in Africa in Chapter six.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This research critiques the traditional explanations of African independency by
engaging in historical investigation and analysis of the primary dynamic factors which
were behind the secession of the Eternity Worship Centre from the Rhema Fellowship
of Karen, Nairobi, Kenya. The Eternity Worship Centre secession from the Rhema
Fellowship is a case study illustrative of the inadequacy of the traditional explanations
for African independency. African Initiated Churches have a unique history in
African Christianity. They seceded from historic mission churches for diverse
reasons, such as: protest against white domination in the mission churches, the
absence of Africanization in the leadership of the historic mission churches, cultural
practices and norms,(circumcision, polygamy etc) and land disputes.

In the last decade a new phenomenon has occurred within African Christianity.
There has been a proliferation of new religious groups, churches, and ministries which
for the most part have seceded from the classic African Initiated Churches or among
themselves. Churches such as Eternity Worship Centre and the Rhema Fellowship
that arose in the decades of the 80s fall within the category of new religious
movements in Africa that have introduced a changing face to African Christianity.
This needs to be unravelled in order to clearly understand the religious landscape on
the continent.

This study is significant in that it critiques the traditional explanations of

African independency in the wake of the rise of the newer religious movements. Since



the factors to be explored in this research concern the Eternity Worship Centre it is
hoped that the insights of this study will be useful to the membership of the Church.
Finally, this work contributes toward a fuller understanding of the nature and form of
Christianity in contemporary Africa. Research in this area is difficult because of
limited literature. Most available information is on the classical or traditional African
Initiated Churches.

The researcher takes into consideration the several approaches historians have
taken toward African Church history. Peter Falk and C.P. Groves both presented a
missionary historiographical approach in The Growth of the Church in Africa and in
The Planting of Christianity in Africa respectively. This approach told the story of the
African Church, but tends to emphasize the role of the ex-patriot missionary as the
protagonist. The role of the missionary or the “native” who cooperated with the
missionary is the main story line. This approach is significant in that it tends to tell the
story of the African contributions to the establishment of Christianity in Africa, but
their emphasis is on the role of the missionary or the national who followed the
examples of the missionary. Historians who subscribe to this view have branded
Africa Initiated Churches as nativistic, messianic, separatists, secessionists or
syncretistic cults revolting against legitimate missionary leadership.! They have
failed to consider the many African nationals that initiated authentically Christian
churches to reach their fellow Africans.

The second approach is the nationalist historiography. The focus of this
approach is a reaction against the negative image of the African culture projected by
the Europeans and seeks to give a new and dynamic emphasis to initiated or
independent expressions of Christianity in Africa. This approach aims at studying how

communities with their own viable religion and society came into contact with



Christianity and reacted to this external agent of change. Terrance O. Ranger and A.J.
Temu described such outlook in their works The African Churches of Tanzania and
British Protestant Missions respectively. These historians have blamed the
missionaries as being agents of colonialism. They tend to favour and perceive African
Initiated Churches (AICs) as saviours of Africa from colonial degradation and
opposition and eventually serving as the vehicle for African nationalism.

Bengt Sundkler in his classic Bantu Prophets in South Africa viewed African
Initiated Churches (AICs) as authentic African Christianity in search of liberty and
religious expression. African Initiated Churches (AICs) came into existence as an
opposition to European control but also by a positive desire to adapt the message of
the church to the heritage of African culture.> David Barrett, a pioneer in the study
of African Independent Churches in East Africa, wrote in his book Schism and
Renewal in Africa, that the independent movement was seen “as a massive schismatic
reaction to foreign missionary enterprise”. But he adds that the participants in this
movement saw themselves “as movements of renewal to create a genuinely
indigenous Christianity on Africa soil.’ Tuner, defined African Initiated Church as “a
Church which has been founded in Africa, by Africans, and primarily for Africans.”

B.A. Ogot and F.B. Welbourn further asserted in their work 4 Place to Feel at
Home that indeed African Initiated Churches are looking for a church of the Africans,
governed by the Africans, and for the Africans, to make daily supplications to
Almighty God led by priests who have the welfare of Africans at heart. > This
perspective has served as a useful corrective to the missionary approach but its strong
ideologically driven nationalist tone has proven to distort the story of the African

church and made it fall short of what it seeks to replace.



Neither of these approaches has addressed the underlying dynamic factors of
this present phenomenon of African Initiated Churches’ secessions from other African
Initiated Churches in post-independent Africa. Paul Gifford could be considered as
pioneer in this area when he described this new phenomenon in his book “New
Dimensions in African Christianity” as a popular religion found in both cities and
rural areas and with distinct features apart from the traditional African Initiated
Churches such as the Ethiopian and Zionist movements. ® Gifford further asserted that
these movements arose in the wake of the collapsed economic and political systems in
Africa. The failure of nation-states created massive disillusionments and thus many
Africans have no choice but to turn to these popular movements as a place of full
participation and enthusiasm.’ In order to understand the dynamics of these new
popular movements as the largest civil society institution which for most part are
situated in classrooms, cinemas, hotel conference rooms, a careful consideration of the
socio-cultural, historical, political and economic dimensions must be sought. In
tracing the origin, development and spread of African Initiated Churches, Bengt
Sundkler recognized that African Initiated Churches seceded from the historic mission
churches or has spilt among themselves. Andrew Walls in his essay “The Challenge
of the African Initiated Churches” addressed this phenomenon but with a slight
variation and said that “Nowadays most African churches are independent in the sense
that their leadership or the ministry’s outlook is overwhelmingly African with
minimal missionary direction”. But he added “except for those few countries with
white settlement; there seem therefore no longer any obvious reasons for Ethiopian
secessions as virtually all African churches are now Ethiopian.”® In .spite of the end
of the Ethiopian motives in post independence Africa there is still continuous schisms

and secessions, not predominately from the historic mission churches, but among





























































































































































































