
THE CHANGING FACE OF MISSIONS IN AFRICA
By Danie Vermeulen

I recently read an excellent article entitled “Serving God or Ourselves” written by Greg Parsons, the Executive Director of the US Centre for World Missions.  In a tactful manner, he questions the past and present “western” missions involvement in Africa, especially in the light of leadership training and financial resource.

From my limited perspective as an African, I would like to draw your attention to certain aspects regarding missions involvement in and paradigms concerning Africa.  

LOOKING AT THE PAST

For many decades Africa has been seen as the “Dark Continent”.  It is hard to believe that in technologically developed countries, they still believe that there are lions and elephants in our streets.  Yes, Africa is a wildlife sanctuary, but it is not barbaric.  Africa is home to a diversity of cultures such as cannot be found anywhere else in the world, on one continent.  

For decades, Africa has been a harvest field, beckoning missionaries to bring the gospel.  The C. T. Studd’s of the world paid the price of bringing the gospel to a paganistic, animistic Africa.  Praise God for the pioneer missionaries from the “western” world that sacrificed comfort and family to obey God’s call to this beautiful continent.  

However, innocent, well-meaning and precious missionaries did make some mistakes.  Hindsight correction is always so easy and I don’t think for one moment, that we have it all together now.  The next generation is going to talk about our mistakes.  The good thing though, is that we can learn from mistakes.  In my travels through Africa, I have observed some things that I wish we could have avoided.  Let me share a few of these observations with you:

1. Even though our missionaries did cultural studies, they often left behind an African church that was “western” in its philosophy of ministry.  Let me give some examples.  The curriculum used to train African pastors was not always contextualised.   Dress codes that are western were introduced.  Hymns that were written centuries ago and that were filled with difficult theological terms were translated into African languages with music compositions foreign to the Africans.

2. The missionaries often held the leadership role over the mission or churches.  Even though the western missionaries will not admit this, the message that we as Africans got was, “You can’t do it.  You are not able to lead.”  This mistake damaged and inhibited leadership development among the church leaders of Africa.  Keep in mind that Africa has had leadership structures that worked very well long before the missionaries arrived.  Suddenly, the nationals were confronted with a different leadership style, which they were not comfortable with.  This was very difficult for them.  They had to run their churches with leadership styles enforced by “western” thinking.  Often, when the missionary left, the structures collapsed.  Colonialism left a number of corpses behind.  I appreciate the infrastructure created by colonialism, but when the resources to run the infrastructures were taken away, the nationals could not maintain these infrastructures and this caused criticism of the nationals’ ability.

LOOKING AT THE PRESENT

Africa is trying its best to compete with a first world, knowing that it is impossible to catch up.  However, in the Christian world, there are statistics that the first world should take note of.  Christianity is professed by more than half of sub-Saharan Africa’s population.  In 1990 there were 8 million Christians (2,5 million protestants), which meant 10% of the population.  In 1990 Christianity had grown to 275 million (57% of the population).  It is estimated that it has reached 396 million (61%) by 2000AD.  This is the first time in history that a continent has turned in this way!

All over sub-Saharan Africa, I hear the nationals say that we are now no longer just a “Harvest Field” but also a “Harvest Force”.  The seed that was sown is now bearing fruit.  More and more African countries are sending missionaries, but unlike America and Europe, there are hardly any Mission Boards in the African Countries.  These are self-funded independent churches that send out a church planter or missionary with very little resource.  These “missionaries” are often ill equipped lay people with a calling and a vision, who relocate themselves and then live in absolute poverty in their mission field.  Yet, they are happy and committed.  Their cry is only for resources.  I receive a lot of mail from pastors over all of Africa and without fail, they ask for training materials and Bibles.  

I am very careful in my selection of materials, making sure that it is contextualised.  Hence, I have written church planting materials that are totally contextualised.  I cry when I see some of the African pastors try and copy “Willow Creek” and other models that work excellently in their context, but somehow seem to fail in the African cultures.  In Zambia, I have pleaded with the pastors to stop copying the television personalities on TBN.  They even copy their accents!  Why?  It is because of their desperate attempts to have success in the way their American counterparts experience it.  

Apart from South America, you will not find zeal anywhere like in Africa.  Yet, it is filled with severe problems like AIDS, poverty and wars.  An American brother once said to me “How is it possible that a country like Rwanda, with a statistic of 80% Christians, could have the biggest genocide of the century?  My response was, “Yes, what happened in Rwanda is sad, but your statistics are wrong.  The biggest genocide of the century is not in Rwanda, it is the millions of babies that are murdered legally in America, every day.  Rwanda has stopped, but America is still killing!”  That is provocative, but true.  We are now facing the same situation in South Africa, following in America’s footsteps with abortion.  

LOOKING AT THE FUTURE

What are the major needs of the church in Africa?  

1. Contextualised Training Materials

Although illiteracy is still a problem, training materials on leadership, church government, counselling and so forth, which fit into an African context, are hard to find.  Buying materials at the USD rate is impossible.  To have it printed in Africa is also not financially viable unless it is done in South Africa.  

2. Missionary Mentors

The role of the missionary in Africa has changed.  The missionaries that are successful are the ones that act as mentors with a good grasp of the culture they minister in.  They hold true to the old Chinese proverb that says “When I am hungry, don’t give me a fish to eat; teach me how to fish.”  These mentors do not take the leadership roles but act as unselfishly as servants with much patience.  

These missionaries must concentrate on equipping and not teaching.  The difference between the two is that I can explain to you on a white board how to swim, but will you be able to swim after that?  Unless I climb into the water with you, I will not be able to train you in swimming.  Have you ever heard of a correspondence course on “How to swim”?  Paul wrote to the Ephesians with this exhortation: “And He Himself, gave some to be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and some pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of the ministry…” Ephesians 4:11-12 (NKJV)

3. Financial Resource

Africa does not need more money to waste.  It needs financial resource with training on financial management and strong accountability.  When those measures are not built in, Africa can become a bottomless pit of financial waste.  

What must be avoided?

1. Young missionaries directly from “Theological Institutions” who have studied theology, missiology and cross-cultural communications but have not had practical experience in pastoring a church.  We cannot afford them to make their mistakes in such sensitive places.  The price is too big, both for themselves and the people they minister to.  

2. Short-term missions trips with untrained, well-meaning westerners.  

These often do more damage than good.  I am in favour of short-term missions awareness but unfortunately it is true that they are the learners and the mission field the tutor.  I have scores of examples in this regard.   

I heard an American pastor preach to villagers in the bush of Africa on “self-image”.  I cringed as I listened to him teaching them on their self-image.  Because of a lack of cross-cultural training on his part, he did not realise that the aspects of self-image in the American context is very different to those villagers’.  The examples he used about “weight, fitness, finance and your home” were completely foreign to these people who associate weight with wealth.  One will be surprised to see what their components of a good self-image are!  

3. Indiscriminate financial handouts that cause dependency.  

I know the temptation to give finances is great when one is in the midst of the poor.  One feels guilty that one has so much whilst others have so little.  I would like to recommend that we rather give materials and other resources like books, pens, Bibles and the like.  Africa must discover that she has plenty of resources and instead of wanting handouts, these resources should be developed and looked after.  

My organisation, DAWN Africa, is significantly resourced from the US, but is held in very high accountability.  Hence, funders give liberally as we use their funds wisely, showing fruit of both ministry and the empowerment of locals.  

4. Crusades

Africa has been crusaded!  We have a hard time changing the mentality that every evangelist needs a tent and sound system.  Crusades made many converts but no disciples.  That is why Rwanda, with 80% Christians, could have a genocide with over 1 million people murdered.  We need churches with well-equipped pastors to lead their people into proper discipleship.  We don’t need more evangelists – we need church planters.  The crusades that have been done by Reinhardt Bonke and others brought a great awareness of the gospel and the power of God, but certainly very little or no church growth.  Africa needs leadership and discipling.  

COME AND DEVELOP AFRICA

I want to conclude by saying that Africa is the goldmine of missions and should be re-explored.  

I believe that the best quality of missionary could come from Africa.  An African missionary costs a fraction of what an American will cost.  We can live on far less.  We transition easier and are more hardened against certain conditions.  

Please note that I do not want to discriminate against American missionaries in any way.  I have the highest regard and respect for them.  I salute American missionaries as world changers but I would like to challenge them:  Come and develop missionaries from Africa through servant leadership.  You will find a dedicated, tenacious and eager force of labourers that is prepared to go to the ends of the earth.  

Will you take on the challenge?
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