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ABSTRACT

The origin of the Church in Africa is often associated with the coming of Western missionaries
sometime in the nineteenth century after the birth of Christ. This, however, is a misnomer, for there have
been African expressions of Christianity dating back to the fourth century A.D. Egypt, Nubia (Cush) and
Ethiopia (Abyssinia) each had Christian religious statements as direct informants to their respective
cultures. In particular, Ethiopian Christianity and history survives as an ideological source for the
emergence and sustenance of several modern African Christian cults, sects and denominations.

One of the most popular African Christian expressions is that of Rastafarianism. Since its
humble beginnings in the 1930's on the island of Jamaica, Rastafarianism has risen to become a universal
phenomenon, captivating the hearts and minds of millions of African people all over the world. In
addition, many whites have also embraced Rastafarianism as its beliefs have been drastically modified
over the past thirty years.

The African Evangelical Church and African governments have been at odds with
Rastafarianism from the time of its inception. This conflict, however, is more than theological, it is also
socio-cultural and socio-economical. The city of Nairobi, Kenya is an interesting microcosm of the
relationship between Rastafarianism, the Evangelical Church and African government. As such Nairobi
serves as the geographical locus of a case study approach to Rastafarian analysis and dialogue with other
societal institutions. The story of Rastafarianism is an important one, having many implications to current
African society and its institutions, namely the Church and State. That is the nature of this study, and it is
pursued from an African perspective as distinct from the missionary or ecumenical approaches to the
telling and interpretation of African history.
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place as any.
Historiography

The information acquired and presented in this research will not be objective in regard to human
mental attitudes. A perspective is both necessary and unavoidable. Traditionally there have been three
major schools of historiographical thought in terms of how African Church history is presented and
interpreted. These three schools could be categorized as the missionary, nationalist and ecumenical
approaches, respectively.

The missionary approach to African history focuses on the work of the missionary, who is almost
always Western, acting in Africa and upon Africans. It is therefore basically Western history existentially
acted out on African soil. There are obvious limitations with this perspective since the indigenous African
contribution is virtually ignored. Essentially, the missionary approach writes the African out of what
should be his own history, which could also raise claims as to the morality of the missionary approach
since it may very well serve to dehumanize Africans who would read such works.

The nationalist approach attempts to show the indigenous contributions made to Christianity,
often to the exclusion or near exclusion of Western missionary efforts. It takes very seriously the role of
the African as an actor on the historical stage. Its weakness is that it often does not highlight the
interaction of Western people and ideas with the Africans who attempted to adopt and apply Chrisﬁanity
toward their own specific reality.

The ecumenical approach is the proposed mid-point of the mission-nationalist spectrum. The
ecumenical view of history attempts to show the missionary and his version of the gospel while giving
equal attention to its contextualization within the African continent. It would not appear to have an
ideological agenda, unless the commitment to balance is perceived as such.

Each approach has strengths and weaknesses, as every perspective, by definition, has limitations.
The topic of Rastafarianism, however, could only with very great difficulty be realistically approached

from a missionary or ecumenical perspective. This is because Rastafarianism does not claim to owe its
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origin or sustenance to any Western concept or person. Indeed this is one of the most significant reasons
why the Rastafarian religio-social statement was forged. The nature of Rastafarianism demands an
approach that is nationalist, in keeping with the goals and aspirations of its members, and it is the
nationalist approach that will be offered throughout this work.

An African nationalist approach is, however, inadequate in explaining the perspective offered in
this analysis. An African-centered perspective is more befitting to the true character of this endeavor. For
the sake of clarity it is important for the reader to understand something about the ontological basis
inherent in the interchangeable terms “African-centeredness” and “Afrocentricity.” It is not merely the
claboration or analysis of an aspect of African phenomena by an African person. This is one of the most
frequent errors in regard to Afrocentricity. This is part of Afrocentricity, but not its core, for
Afrocentricity denotes an understanding of the world from a profoundly African perspective. The African-
centered approach presupposes a “centeredness” in African culture as a point of reference.! Therefore one
could be African in phenotype and genotype, but not culturally grounded in a framework of African

philosophical thought and experience. One may be African but not African-centered.

Methodology

This thesis is a work of historical analysis. It will employ the use of standard historical narrative.
It is not scientific in the sense of a laboratory inspired re-creation of the past, but rather, it attempts to tell
a story about an aspect of the African past in the hope that the Africa of the present will gather more
information concerning who she is and should endeavor to become. The story of Rastafarianism is told not
merely for the acquisition of “facts,” but to give clearer meaning and direction to the nature of African
religion, and to the African Church in particular.’

As a qualitative research method, the case study of Nairobi is a significant aspect of this thesis. It
is needed to provide ideological clarity and focus to the abstract concepts articulated in this work. To aid
in the process interviews were conducted in order to apprehend the opinions and behaviors of various

persons and groups within Nairobi. The interviews obtained toward the contribution of the Nairobi case



5
study will be limited in scope and presented in chapters four, five and six.

The main sources of research data were attained through literary means, but the interviews
conducted were obtained orally and within the space of eighteen months prior to the compilation of this
work. This was important for the sake of timeliness and relevance to the situation in Nairobi at the time of
this writing.

The purpose of the interviews was to discover and highlight the tenets of Rastafarian beliefs and
relevant experiences within Nairobi from a variety of perspectives. To attain this variety, different
Rastafarians ranging from international leaders to new converts were interviewed. In addition,
Rastafarians were interviewed individually and collectively as a way of adding further diversity to the
overall interview process. Also, Rastafarians from different socio-economic backgrounds were
interviewed, although most were from the lower economic spectrum. This was unavoidable since the
overwhelming preponderance of Rastafarians in Nairobi and elsewhere are found in the lower economic
spectrum. Parenthetically, this phenomenon is integrally related to Rastafarian belief.

The neighborhood, Jericho, in East Nairobi is the acknowledged geographical center of the
Rastafarian movement in Nairobi in terms of both ideas and population. For this reason Rastafarians from
this area were interviewed, although not exclusively. It is also for this reason that the African Inland
Church (AIC) of Jericho was focused upon as an object of inquiry. Two meetings were conducted and
recorded from AIC Jericho, which could be categorized as “youth” and “elders”. It was important to
account for the generational differences in the Church population in regard to their attitudes concerning
their Rastafarian neighbors.

The interviews of Rastafarians were collected by attaining the general background information of
each person, including their understanding of Rastafarian religious belief. Of considerable importance was
the Rastafarian experience and nature of interaction with the Kenyan government and the Evangelical
Church, particularly AIC Jericho. Information regarding the motivating reasons behind Rastafarian
conversion and the Rastafarian connection to the African past were also discussed in each Rastafarian

interview, whether individual or collective. The interviews were conducted in an informal, free flowing
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style, provoked by lead questions that were open ended.

The interviews of AIC Jericho were conducted in similar fashion, with a shift in the nature of
lead questions. The goal of these interviews was to determine the level of understanding the Evangelical
Church has in regard to the Rastafarian movement. To provoke this response, the Church was asked
questions regarding its ability to enumerate and discuss critically certain Rastafarian beliefs. Several
members of AIC Jericho also gave their experiences with Rastafarians in Jericho often accompanied by an
interpretation of those experiences. It should also be noted that several of the people interviewed at AIC

did not attend that Church, but did attend other Evangelical Churches within the Jericho area.
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