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1. Preamble

The Distinction between an Apostle and a Disciple

There is some overlap in the way these two terms are used, and thus some ambiguity. The simplest way to understand “apostle” is that this core of cadres was trained by Jesus himself. They knew him as a contemporary – the author and finisher of our faith.

Whereas discipling is a function, just like preaching or prophesying. You don’t have to be born in the first century to be a disciple. You can join the movement in any century and become a disciple. This is almost synonymous with the term “follower” or “adherent”. But it is a bit stronger than the term “believer”, it takes some involvement or commitment to be a disciple.

Yet people speak of both the “twelve apostles” and the “twelve disciples” without making any distinction. Perhaps because the term “apostle” came to be used much less, after the first generation of Christianity. Whereas “discipling” continued on unabated. Curiously, however, we still run into church leaders who call themselves “apostles” – twenty centuries later. Perhaps this is to say something spiritual about them?

 

Bishops, Deacons, Prophets, Pastors, Teacher and Healers

These functions sometimes involve spiritual gifting – like prophecy and faith-healing. Or relevant skills may be acquired like administration and accounting for Deacons. Sometimes the spiritual gifting may be mixed with technical expertise – like teaching.

One teaching method is coaching. Another is mentoring. Paul started as Timothy’s coach and eventually changed his mode to mentorship. As a mentor to Timothy, he wrote down what can be regarded as a “baseline” for Christian leadership…

Da Timothy Code

I Timothy chapter 3: “Here is a trustworthy saying: Whoever aspires to be an overseer desires a noble task. 2 Now the overseer is to be above reproach, faithful to his wife, temperate, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, 3 not given to drunkenness, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money. 4 He must manage his own family well and see that his children obey him, and he must do so in a manner worthy of full respect. 5 (If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God’s church?) 6 He must not be a recent convert, or he may become conceited and fall under the same judgment as the devil. 7 He must also have a good reputation with outsiders, so that he will not fall into disgrace and into the devil’s trap.

8 In the same way, deacons are to be worthy of respect, sincere, not indulging in much wine, and not pursuing dishonest gain. 9 They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience. 10 They must first be tested; and then if there is nothing against them, let them serve as deacons.

11 In the same way, the women are to be worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy in everything.

12 A deacon must be faithful to his wife and must manage his children and his household well. 13 Those who have served well gain an excellent standing and great assurance in their faith in Christ Jesus.”

Methodology

This book is divided into chapters on East Africa, North Africa, West Africa, Central Africa and South Africa. Within each chapter, the timeline moves from the oldest profile to the most recent. For the most part, then, the book moves forward through the centuries.

The continent of Africa has many rivers, but five great rivers define it. The Nile has two tributaries, the Blue Nile out of East Africa and the White Nile from the “great lakes” of central Africa. It runs north through a swamp called the Sudd (hence the name Sudan) that is larger than England. Then its waters reconvene and it flows into Egypt, emptying at the delta into the Mediterranean Sea. The Niger river rises in West Africa and flows east then south, emptying at the delta into the Atlantic Ocean. The Congo river rises deep in central Africa and loops north then west into the Atlantic Ocean. The Zambezi river also rises in central Africa and flows south then east to the Indian Ocean. Finally the Orange river rises in the highlands south of Lesotho and flows right across the continent to the Atlantic ocean. Halfway across the continent, it is joined by the Vaal river, flowing down from the high veld to the north-east. So it seems fitting to adopt a structure of five regions to relate five very different narratives - in the same order that the five rivers are introduced above.

This sequencing allows the author to tell the story of church history in a unique way. It is very impressionistic – moving from one biographical sketch to another through time. So it has a strong human-interest dimension, while rolling out the narrative of each region. It is composed of a series of thought-bursts, like beads on a string.

The book is by no means comprehensive, one could easily fill a whole book on each of these five zones! In fact, many books have been written about single individuals like St Augustine or David Livingstone, who get a page at the most herein! These profiles were cherry-picked in order to show a flow or sequencing. But the story is not told as a narrative – it is told in a series of vignettes. But there is a trending, that is consistent throughout – until very recent decades.

Tertullian said that “the blood of martyrs is the seed of the church”. The icons in this book – most of them just short biographical sketches – mostly fall into different phases of persecution or extremely difficult working conditions. However, not all African church leaders suffered or were martyred. Some rose to the top. For example, the first African Pope (Victor I) started under a Roman emperor (Septimus) who was also African. But soon after Victor I died, the Caesar Septimus started another period of persecution.

Some African rulers welcomed the arrival of Christianity, others resisted it. The ebb and flow of this inter-action can be followed like a thread through the biographical sketches. The regional stories are very different. For example, Christianity and even Judaism arrived early on in East Africa, but relatively much later in South Africa. So it is better to tell the story in five regional clusters, than as a continental narrative. Also, Christian expansion in North Africa happened during the Roman Empire, whereas the arrival of Christianity in South Africa only came during the Age of Discovery, many centuries later. Once again this fits the regional approach better.

The book is not just history – it raises theological issues that bedevil the 21st century. Throughout all the biographical sketches there is a message – who moved the goalposts? 

All through the ages, there have been raging debates like the great debate between Arius and Athanasius – both Africans. Our era is no exception. And among the key issues that we are debating today is Da Timothy Code. Why can church leaders now be ambitious for money? And if that is not the case, what does it say about those who are so inclined?

A few dates are sprinkled in – to keep the timeline consistent these are most frequently the dates that church leaders died.

One map in each chapter has been inserted too – at the appropriate moment in the running timeline.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. East Africa

The Falasha

Ethiopia has a long-standing association with the Queen of Sheba. The thing is that when she came to Jerusalem to meet Solomon, around 1000 BC, she was coming from a Jewish colony in “Sabaea” roughly where Yemen is today.

Then around 600 BC, the Sabaeans in turn colonized Africa – across the Red Sea from their Jewish enclave on the Arabian Peninsula. They brought with them their semitic language and script, from which Ge’ez evolved. Amharic is thus a Ethio-semitic language. So the cherished Ethiopian legend that Solomon and the Queen of Sheba had a princely child – Menelik – is rooted in history. Ethiopia’s religion was Judaism; its capital was Aksum.

The Falasha are black Jews, descended from this immigration from Sabaea or Sheba. They still worship in Agaw, an ancient Cushite language, although their every-day speech is in Amharic. In recent decades they have been accepted by Israel as authentic Jews.

Ethiopians have often been confused with Nubians. Just as many people still do not make a clear distinction between Nilotics and Bantus as two distinct races – which they are.

The Nubian Eunuch

Christianity arrived very early in both Egypt (North Africa) and Ethiopia (East Africa). To be exact, the encounter in Acts chapter 8 between the apostle Philip and “an important official in charge of all the treasury of the Kandake” was not with an Ethiopian official - but with a Nubian. For the civilization of Meroe flourished in the upper Nile region from 300 BC to 300 AD. Its queen was the “Candace”, so her chancellor of the exchequer had travelled a very long way to worship at the temple in Jerusalem. He was from a place not far from the confluence of the White Nile and the Blue Nile. 

The Nubian church, the Ethiopian church, and the Coptic church in Egypt have close links with the rest of Eastern Orthodoxy, including the churches of Syria and Armenia. It is thought that to escape post-Chalcedon persecutions, many missionaries came to Africa from Syria (i.e. Antioch and Edessa). (This includes the Syrian missionaries of the fifth century, whom Ethiopians remember as the Nine Saints.)

Some observers think that this Syrian influence was behind the stone-hewn churches of Lalibela – built just after 1200 AD.

Prestor John?

This legend is about a Christian king who got cut off and isolated by the rise of Islam. It was one of the drivers of the Crusades – to free Prestor John. Although there are other possibilities in Asia, the root of this legend could be the Nubian church?

By the fourth century, the kingdom of Aksum was expanding and it conquered Meroe. However, the two cultures are distinct. Even for geographical reasons, Nubian Christianity grew in isolation. The Arabs did not conquer Nubia like they did Egypt, downstream. Like Ethiopia, Nubia was literate using its own script. It was a vibrant culture in its own right.

Gradually, though, Christianity was diminished by a process of erosion – that is, of constant Arab Muslim immigration. The Christian kingdom splintered into smaller kingdoms like Dotawo and Alwa that survived into the fifteenth century. But by the time that a Jewish traveller, David Reubeni, visited the capital Soba in 1523, it lay in ruins.

About this same time, Portuguese vessels were exploring their way around Africa – looking for an alternate route to the Orient. When Vasco de Gama reached the Malabar coast of India in 1498, he said that he had come in search of Christians and spices. Opening the sea-route to Asia would enable the Portuguese to bypass the Muslim middlemen who now controlled the routes through the Near East. In code-language, he was looking for Prestor John. Finding the Christian potentate cut off from the main cluster of Christendom was another quest, not unlike finding the Holy Grail.

This legend survived long after Ethiopia was “rediscovered”. For example, in the 1620s, a Jesuit missionary working amongst the Chichewa people in Nyasaland on the Zambezi River was optimistic about finding him north-east of Lake Malawi. That was 150 years after Bartholemeu Dias circumvented Africa, but over 200 years before David Livingstone!

Frumentius

One story illustrates how Christian witness can arise through our work, as opposed to conventional missionary outreach. In the fourth century, Frumentius was returning from India to his home town, Tyre, with his boss Meropius (a Christian philosopher) and another friend. During a provisioning stop-over on the Red Sea coast, at the port of Adulis, his boss was killed, and he and his friend Aedesius were seized and enslaved, in Abyssinia. He was sent to Aksum, where he later became King Ella Amida’s private secretary. Aedesius became the king’s cup bearer. Being good Christians, they worked hard and were faithful to the king.

Frumentius would have seen the stelae and obelisks at Aksum, which were erected by King Ezana a century earlier. While at Aksum, he and Aedesius planted a church there. 

After years of service in Aksum, the king died and gave the two men their freedom. Aedesius returned home to Tyre. But Frumentius travelled to Alexandria to request a pastor for his church. Patriarch Athanasius, upon hearing his testimony, deemed Frumentius himself to be the most suitable person, and ordained him a bishop! He returned, and eventually many were converted. The Bible was later translated into the Ge’ez language. 

In Ethiopia, he is called “Abba Salama” – father of peace. This is a vivid illustration, that when believers apply their beliefs to their work with diligence, some who observe them will perceive the truth with an inner eye of faith. But not everyone.

He died around 360 AD.

The Rise of Islam

This game-changer did not affect East Africa as suddenly or thoroughly as North Africa. In fact, the king of Aksum gave sanctuary to some of the very first Muslims, after they fled from the hostile city of Mecca. Muslim traders gradually settled along the Red Sea and Indian Ocean coasts, but relations with Christians were generally cordial.

Although the Atlantic Slave Trade is much better known, it cannot go unmentioned that Africa was a source of slaves for Arabia and the Middle East. For example, there was a slave market in Zanzibar – an island off the Tanzanian coast that was colonized by Arabs. The lingua franca of east Africa is Swahili – a kind of creole that
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