
THE BORROWED GOD

Christianity, Africa, and the Self We Left Behind

Kwesi Yirenkyi

For every African who has ever felt the quiet ache

of something missing — and could not name what it was.

Its name is home.
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FOREWORD
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A Note to the African Reader

This book was born from observation, from love, and from the particular kind of anger that comes from watching a people you belong to drift — slowly, pleasantly, almost imperceptibly — away from themselves.

It did not begin as a book. It began as notes — observations jotted down over time, questions that would not leave, things seen in daily life that demanded to be named. Why do we celebrate Christmas with snow imagery in a country where it has never snowed? Why does our local food embarrass us? Why does nobody want the throne? Why do we kill each other at night now, when our grandparents did not? Why do we have orphanages?

These questions accumulated. And as they accumulated, a pattern emerged — a single thread running through all of them. Not a conspiracy. Not a villain. But a process: the systematic replacement, over generations, of who Africans were with who someone else decided they should be. And at the centre of that process, serving as both its justification and its vehicle, was religion. Specifically, the religion that arrived on colonial ships and has never quite left.

This book is not an attack on faith. The author does not ask any reader to burn their Bible or abandon their mosque. What this book asks — the only thing it asks — is that we look honestly at what the arrival of foreign religion in Africa has cost us. That we stop treating that question as blasphemy and start treating it as what it actually is: the most important cultural question facing the African people today.

The tradition of our ancestors was not darkness. Their knowledge was not superstition. Their systems of family, governance, medicine, and spiritual life were not primitive approximations of something better that would eventually arrive from elsewhere. They were complete. They were ours. And we traded them, or had them taken, without ever being given the chance to decide whether the trade was worth it.

This book argues that we should have that conversation now. Not to go backward — you cannot go backward, and this book does not ask you to try. But to go forward with your eyes open. Carrying what was yours. Refusing to be ashamed of it. And passing it on.

Read this with an open mind. Argue with it where you disagree — that is your right and your responsibility. But read it. Because a people who cannot examine themselves honestly cannot change themselves deliberately.

The root is still there. Come home.

— End of Foreword —
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CHAPTER ONE
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Who Were We Before They Came?

"A people without the knowledge of their past history, origin and culture is like a tree without roots." — Marcus Garvey

A World That Did Not Need Saving

Before the first missionary ship docked on African soil, before the first Bible was opened under a mango tree, before the first church bell rang out over a village that had woken up for centuries to the sound of birdsong and drums — Africa was not a continent in darkness. It was a continent in motion. Alive. Ordered. Purposeful.

This is not nostalgia. This is not the romanticizing of a past that was perfect, because no human era has ever been perfect. This is simply the truth: our forefathers built entire civilizations, governed vast kingdoms, raised children, healed the sick, buried their dead with ceremony, and sustained their communities — all without a single foreign religion telling them how to do it.

They did not need saving. And yet, someone decided they did.

Africa never had religion in the way the word is used today. What we had was something far older, far deeper, and far more honest — tradition. A living, breathing tradition that connected the individual to the family, the family to the community, the community to the land, and the land to the ancestors who had walked it before. It was not written in a book. It did not require a building. It was embedded in everything: in how food was prepared, in how elders were greeted, in how the rains were welcomed, in how the dead were mourned. It was life itself.

Ask yourself: what religion were the builders of Great Zimbabwe practicing? What religion guided the astronomers of ancient Kemet, who mapped the stars with a precision that still astonishes modern scientists? What faith sustained the Mali Empire, whose libraries in Timbuktu housed over a million manuscripts at a time when much of Europe could not read? The answer is not Christianity. It is not Islam. It was something that belonged entirely and completely to us.

* * *
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The Knowledge We Are Taught to Dismiss

There is a phrase we hear often in our communities, spoken with a kind of tired mockery: "With all those powers and knowledge our forefathers had, what exactly did they achieve?" It is always asked the same way — with a smirk — and the answer is always assumed to be the same: nothing of value, because we do not see the skyscrapers, the mobile phones, the foreign degrees.

But this question reveals a deeply colonized mind. It assumes that achievement can only be measured in the currency of the West — in steel and concrete, in GDP figures, in brands and logos. It cannot imagine that achievement might look different: that it might look like a people who lived for centuries without cancer, without the kind of depression that now fills our hospitals, without the obesity that is now killing our children.

Our ancestors had knowledge. Not the kind stored in universities, but the kind stored in bodies and in memory. They knew which root healed a fever and which bark stopped bleeding. They knew how to read the sky for rain and how to read the soil for planting. They knew — and this is perhaps the most important of all — how to live long. How to strengthen the body so that it did not break easily. How to read nature, because nature was not their enemy. It was their teacher.

We have traded all of this for a system that tells us our local foods are signs of poverty. We now line up at hospitals for diseases — high blood pressure, certain cancers, chronic lifestyle conditions — that were virtually unknown to our grandparents. And we marvel at this, as if it is simply the cost of progress, rather than asking the harder question: what exactly did we lose, and who benefits from us not knowing?

* * *
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The Cradle of Humanity, Begging at Its Own Door

Civilization started in Africa. This is not a political statement. It is archaeology. It is anthropology. It is the fossil record. The oldest human remains, the earliest tools, the first evidence of organized community life — all of it traces back to this continent. Africa did not receive civilization. Africa gave it to the world.

And yet, here we stand today, looking outward for approval. Measuring our worth by how close we have come to somebody else's standard. Celebrating when one of us marries into a Western family, as though proximity to whiteness is proximity to success. Ashamed to eat our own food in public. Ashamed to speak our own languages without mixing in English to sound educated. Ashamed of the traditions our great-grandmothers carried with grace and with certainty.

How did we arrive here? How did the cradle of humanity come to feel like a beggar at the world's table? The answer is not simple. But one thread runs through all of it: the systematic replacement of who we were with who someone else decided we should be.

* * *
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Tradition Was Not Superstition — It Was Science

One of the greatest lies ever told to the African mind is that our traditions were superstition. That our ancestral practices were backward. That the spirits our forebears honored were demons, and that the rituals which governed their lives were the work of darkness.

Consider this carefully: our traditions told women to rest during their menstrual cycle. Was this oppression? Or was it a sophisticated understanding of the human body — one that modern medicine is only now beginning to validate? Our traditions told us to sleep at specific times. Our traditions told us to eat from the land around us. The yam. The plantain. The palm fruit. Foods that our bodies had coexisted with for thousands of years. We were not poor for eating them. We were wise.

None of this was superstition. It was a system — a careful, accumulated body of knowledge passed from generation to generation, refined over centuries, adapted to the specific conditions of African life. What makes Christianity or Islam better than this? This is a question we have been discouraged from asking. This book insists that we ask it.

— End of Chapter One —
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CHAPTER TWO
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How the Bible Arrived — and What Came With It

"When the missionaries arrived, the Africans had the land and the missionaries had the Bible. They taught us to pray with our eyes closed. When we opened them, they had the land and we had the Bible." — Jomo Kenyatta

A Book Carried in One Hand, a Gun in the Other

Let us ask a question that is rarely asked in our churches, our schools, or our family gatherings: how exactly did the Bible get here? Not the spiritual answer — but the historical, physical, documented answer. Who brought it? On whose ships? Under whose flag? And what else arrived on those same ships?

The answer is uncomfortable, which is precisely why it is not discussed. The Bible arrived in Africa wrapped inside one of the most violent enterprises in human history — colonialism. It came with soldiers and administrators. It came with chains and with the stripping of names. The church and the colonial state were not separate institutions. They were partners. The missionary went ahead to soften the ground — to teach Africans that their traditions were evil, that their ancestors were damned — and the colonial administrator followed.

We inherited that shame. We still carry it. And on Sunday mornings, dressed in our finest clothes, we go and worship the God who arrived with it.

* * *
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The Same Bible, a Different Sermon

Was the Bible preached here in Ghana the same way it was preached at its place of origin? The answer is no. The verses about justice — about the powerful being brought low — were handled with great caution, because a
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Look at the Lands Where the Bible Was Born
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The Throne Betrayed — Religion and the Death of Kingship
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We Forgot What We Were Keeping
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