he Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania (ELCT)'

has about 4.6 million members, which is 11.5% of the
national population of 40 million.? This figure makes the
ELCT the fourth largest church in the Lutheran World Fed-
eration and the second largest church in Tanzania after the
Roman Catholic Church.? This number, however, includes
all the baptized, regardless of their active or inactive status
in their congregations. Despite the statistical growth of the
ELCT, which surpasses those of all other Protestant bodies
in Tanzania, there is still great concern as to whether the
number of new members matches the number of those
leaving—a situation that raises questions about the degree
to which the church is really growing.* Reasons for leaving
the ELCT range from failures by pastors and evangelists in
pastoral care and counseling to poor administrative infra-
structure, from favoritism to persistent tribalism, and to
long-unresolved conflicts within the ELCT about the grow-
ing influence of Pentecostalism.” Less has been said about
the contribution of the historical legacy of both foreign
and indigenous missionary strategies to the emergence of
this alarming situation.

In my experience, as a pastor and professor of the ELCT,
the challenge faced by the church today, whether rejoic-
ing in its numerical growth or grieving for the daily loss of
members, has to do with lack of proper theological analy-
sis of the impact of the sociopolitical, socioeconomic, and
sociocultural dynamics in biblical, local, and global con-
texts. As I recount the history of our church here, I will
also attempt to express a theological account of what has
happened so far and where we need to go next.

German Mission Societies and the Establishment of the ELcT

The birth and growth of the ELCT 1s the result of the work
of missionary societies who worked in Tanganyika and East
Africa.’ The major mission societies that shaped the forma-
tion of the seven churches in Tanganyika were Berlin 111,
which worked in the Usambara Mountains and Bukoba’;
Berlin 1, which worked in the southwestern highlands of
Tanganyika®; and the Leipzig Mission, which worked in the
region around Mount Kilimanjaro.’

GLOBAL LLUTHERANISM

BrcoMmiNnG THE CHURCH
IN TANZANIA

Faustin Mahali

To begin with Berlin 111, it is obvious that the mission
society was directly linked to the establishment of a colo-
nial infrastructure in Tanganyika, which made critics at the
time ask whether its missionary goals were not connected
to the establishment of a German colony in East Africa."
Berlin 111 subsequently changed its name to the Bethel Mis-
sion and concentrated on humanitarian activities."" This
transition, though, did not bring any paradigm shift in
its mission, because the tacit assumption was that Afri-
cans needed material improvement more than the gospel.
An inadequate theology actively undermined Berlin 1r’s
mission efforts.

When Berlin 11 proved to be unsuccessful because of its
colonial involvement, it asked Berlin 1 for help in avoiding
dependency on the German government. In 1903 Berlin
I took over the work from Berlin 11 in Dar es Salaam, as
a strategic point for mission outreach from the southern
highlands to the coast.'? The mission strategy was changed
by a missionary from Bethel University from evangelism
to engagement in humanitarian aid. The group then con-
centrated on the northern coastal area of Dar es Salaam
extending to the Usambara Mountains."

A German missionary named Johanssen from the Bethel
Mission had come to Usambara to go to Rwanda and
Burundi, and he visited Bukoba twice in 1907 and 1910
on his way to those destinations.'* Johanssen’s request to
start mission activities was denied by the German colonial
government official, presumably because Bethel missionar-
ies had accused German colonialists of misdirecting their
funds to build a government hospital in Tanga instead of
allowing them to use the money for evangelism." Johans-
sen did send a German agriculturist, however, and he used
him to establish the work of the Bethel Mission.!® Later, in
1912, a pastor named Ernst Doering was put in charge of
Bukoba.'” The influence of Bethel on Berlin 11 goes back
as far as 1890, when Berlin 11 struggled to detach its work
from government interference with the mission’s objec-
tives.'® The influence of Friedrich von Bodelschwingh from
the city of Bethel in Bielefeld stemmed from his convic-
tions about humanitarian relief, beginning in 1867 when
he established a hospital in Bethel for epileptics.'” Diaconal
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zeal went hand and hand with the
objectives of establishing schools and
mobile health care units.?’

The missionary work in the Haya
area cannot be attributed only to the
Bethel mission. There had been rela-
tions between the people of Haya
and Ganda through trade links with
Uganda. It is said that eight people
were baptized between 1901 and
1906, including Abraham Mpandak-
yaro and Isaya Kibira; later in 1906,
Andrea Kadjerero, a tribal king of
Ruzinga, was also baptized.?’ These
new Christians met secretly in Kibi-
ra’s house because the Germans had
ordered that only the Catholic White
Fathers were permitted to do mission
in the area.”” Sahlberg’s account of
the role of indigenous evangelists in
establishing the church in the Haya
area is confusing, however. On the
one hand, he attributes the initiatives
of the Lutheran church in Haya to the
efforts of Johanssen and his colleagues,
but on the other hand he emphasizes
the role of indigenous evangelists in
building the foundation of the church
through the Anglican Church Mis-
sion Society.” One should note here
that the indigenous people had prob-
lems with the German government in
establishing Protestantism, which was
demonstrated through the latter’s ter-
rorizing of Kadjeroro during World
War 1.

A description of the prewar Bethel
Mission should not omit the work of
two missionaries who contributed to
the establishment of the first public
school in Tanga in August 1890, two
weeks after their arrival.” One was a
companion of August Kraemer from
Bethel Mission who came from Basel,
Johan Jacob Greiner. Greiner was
skilled in “building, gardening, and
well-digging.”* He received two years
of missiological training in Basel, not
a full course of studies in theology.”
In Dar es Salaam, Greiner had been
criticized for being an ineffective mis-
sionary; instead, he was a good agri-
culturist.”® The contribution of these
two missionaries is most evident in
their translations of a Lutheran hym-
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nal from German into the local Swa-
hili.*

The Berlin Mission Society, or
Berlin 1, which had been present in
South Africa from the beginning of
the 1880s, limited itself to preaching
the gospel without interfering with
the Boers, who had already started
victimizing and threatening the sur-
vival of the indigenous tribes.”® A
group of Berlin 1 missionaries who
served in the southern highlands of
Tanganyika arrived on September 25,
1891.°" They knew that East Africa
was already under German colonial
rule.” The fact that German mission-
aries were protected by their fellow
German colonialists caused them to
accept the oppressive colonial system
uncritically.™ Sahlberg’s assumption
that the Berlin Mission Society started
a mission in a remote area of Tang-
anyika to avoid contact with the Ger-
man colonial government is baseless;
there was in fact a strong government
presence in this particular mission
area.” The reports sent back by the
missionaries show that they refrained
from preaching the liberating message
of the Bible and consciously or uncon-
sciously justified the oppressive system
set up by their fellow Germans.”

Little has been written about the
theological development of missions
in the southern highlands by the Ber-
lin Mission Society, compared to the
contextualization initiatives made by
Moravian missionaries who arrived
at the same time in early 1891.%° A
Moravian missionary named Bach-
man made intensive studies of African
cultural backgrounds to understand
the ways in which Africans lived and
thought.”” Unlike the Moravians, the
Berlin 1 missionaries failed to contex-
tualize the Christian faith. This failure
has been attributed to the frequent
wars among ethnic groups and upris-
ings against the German colonists. A
series of tribal wars among the Ngoni,
Hehe, Sangu, Wanji, Nyakyusa, and
Safwa,™ and the Maji Maji upris-
ing, set back the establishment of the
mission.*® Second, most of the mis-
sionaries who came to this area were

not trained theologians.”” Unlike the
Leipzig missionaries, who incorpo-
rated anthropological and communal
expertise in their mission strategies,
the Berlin Society missionaries empha-
sized the individual’s future salvation.*'
Therefore, the schools and handicraft
guilds established through the Berlin
Mission Society emphasized individ-
ual salvation to the exclusion of the
incarnate, transforming, and liberat-
ing aspects of the gospel. Here we see
another instance of the practical and
detrimental outcome of inadequate
theology in the life of the church.

Much has been said about the role
of the Leipzig Mission as an exponent
of sociocultural contextualization, but
this is itself an ambiguous achieve-
ment.* One of the highly regarded
theologians who used sociocultural
contextualization to propagate Chris-
tianity was Bruno Gutmann, who
worked among the Chagga around
Mount Kilimanjaro beginning in
1902." He insisted on preaching the
gospel using such existing structures
as clans, neighborhoods, and age
groups.** Gutmann was said to be
against imposing Western civiliza-
tion on the indigenous people, but he
believed he was helping local people
discover the good news of the Bible
in terms of their own sociocultural
structures.®

Gutmann’s efforts failed. The failure
has been attributed to the opposition
of members from his own mission soci-
ety, who wanted Gutmann to preach
the gospel filtered through Western
methods of biblical interpretation.*
A second possible reason for failure is
that many indigenous people favored
the new Western lifestyles so much
that talking about the importance of
their cultural heritage felt like a denial
of access to new ways of life.*” World
Wars 1 and 11, which forced almost all
German missionaries to leave their
mission stations in Tanganyika, also
had inevitably negative effects.*®

The question that no one has yet
asked is: how was Gutmann’s biblical
and theological approach linked to
teaching the Bible as a liberating mes-



sage in the context of German colo-
nialism? There is plenty of evidence,
as mentioned earlier, that almost all
German mission societies were tied to
German colonial interests in one way
or another to make the country then
called Tanganyika part of Germany.
Therefore Gutmann’s interests can-
not be completely divorced from the
theological and historical interests of
his German church and nation. At
the time, many German pastors were
enthusiastic about socialist ideas but
undecided about the proper relation-
ship between church and national
interests. Gutmann came from the
lower middle class and was influenced
by the psychological and philosophi-
cal ideas of Wilhelm Wundt.* He was
therefore more inclined to emphasize
communal life over the individuals who
constitute communities.”’ Gutmann’s
problems with his fellow missionaries
about the content of interpretation
and the biblical message show that he
concentrated more on social research
than looking in detail at the ways in
which the biblical message might
interact with the cultural values of
the Chagga community to transform it.
He assumed too much that the indi-
genized gospel would leave the culture
much the same as before.

For Gutmann, Christianity was only
evident “in a genuine member-rela-
tionship of a folk-church congrega-
tion.”" Such a hypothesis determined
Gutmann’s endeavor to search for bib-
lical bases for considering African life
as constituted by “primal ties.””* But
Gutmann never seems to have consid-
ered how clans were discriminatory
and oppressive. In this he missed some
of the very important aspects of holis-
tic biblical soteriology, which radically
challenges social institutions—con-
stituted by individuals—as sinful and
oppressive.”

The exposition of the biblical mes-
sage at the beginning of mission work
in Tanganyika was methodologically
and practically handicapped by lack-
ing a liberating essence. Instead of let-
ting the liberating message penetrate
into the oppressive and discriminatory

structures of both Africans and Euro-
peans, challenging them to transform,
the good news was either mystified
into a futurist eschatology (Berlin 1),
reduced to relief provisions with-
out engaging the diseased in fighting
corrupt structures (Berlin 111/Bethel
Mission), or focused on testing socio-
anthropological theories that had lit-
tle to do with Jesus’ intent to redeem
humankind from individual and struc-
tural sin (Leipzig Mission).

The Impact of Two World Wars

During the First and Second World
Wars, mission stations were left to
indigenous leadership after German
missionaries had been repatriated
by British solders in 1917.°* During
the First World War, the handover
to indigenous people was marked
by crash courses for evangelists and
teachers of the established bush
schools, trade/vocational schools, and
Bible schools. Some missionaries bap-
tized Christians without having com-
pleted baptismal teaching.”® Despite
weaknesses in training the indigenous
to assume the role of missionaries, the
wars allowed the indigenous to propa-
gate the gospel on their own for the
first time.

Ernst Johanssen of the Bethel
Mission came back to Usambara
Mountains in 1925 after having been
repatriated during World War 1.°° The
Lutheran church in Buhaya had been
partly sustained by indigenous pastors,
who also had contact with Anglican
Church Mission Society missionaries
from Uganda.”” One of the remark-
able achievements in Usambara was
the ordination of indigenous pastors
and establishment of a medical centre
at Bumbuli. Heinrich Waltenberg from
Bethel Mission remained at Lutindi
and Wilhelm Hosbach from the same
mission society stayed in Bukoba.™

The establishment of schools
in Buhaya and Usambara enabled
Bethel Mission to have literate people
who were later ordained as pastors
or recruited as teachers and medical
assistants. It is important to note, how-

ever, that the main objective of Bethel
mission was still diaconal ministry
in the form of humanitarian service
and charity. Therefore, despite all the
efforts to indigenize leadership roles
during the absence of missionaries, the
ability of the local people to interpret
biblical and theological ideas in their
own contexts was greatly limited. The
overemphasis on diaconal approaches
for the needy undermined their ability
to see the root causes of poverty and
suffering,

In the South Western Highlands,
the mission stations left by Berlin 1
missionaries in 1917 were partly sup-
ported by local members and partly
by the Anglican and Presbyterian
churches.” It is confirmed that in the
areas where Berlin 1 worked there had
been little recruiting and training of
indigenous workers by the time World
War 1 broke out in the area.®” Some
of the Berlin 1 missionaries’ diaries
from this time describe the excessive
dependence of the indigenous on the
missionaries’ spiritual and material
support, meaning that without their
presence nothing could have had
been achieved.®" This implies as well
that the missionaries were reluctant to
engage indigenous Christians for the
further development of stations.

With the return of the Berlin mis-
sionaries in 1925, they faced the chal-
lenge of increasing membership.®
The conditions of work had changed
rapidly, forcing them to have demo-
graphic subdivisions according to eth-
nicity, which were determined mostly
by the locations of pre-existing mis-
sion stations.®® At the time Berlin mis-
sionaries were not well supported by
their society because the government
had restricted transfer of money out-
side Germany.** This trend encour-
aged income-generating activities by
the missionaries for the support of the
preaching of the gospel.”” The mis-
sionaries also finally trained indige-
nous people as evangelists. From 1932
to 1944, nineteen evangelists received
pastoral training and were recruited
to serve as pastors in some of the
stations.”
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In addition to Berlin 1, the Swed-
ish Evangelical Mission (SEM) came to
look for mission areas in 1938 before
the outbreak of World War 1.7 The
presence of sEM had a significant
impact on the process of indigeniza-
tion of the church in the Southern
Highlands. There are contradictory
stories about the role played by SEM
missionaries who replaced repatriated
German missionaries. It has been
said, for instance, that by the time the
German missionaries left, they had
already arranged that indigenous pas-
tor Yohana Nyagawa would take over
the role of superintending the Berlin
Mission stations. In 1939, Nyagawa
was eclected superintendent of the
Southern Highlands Berlin 1 stations.®
One Western historical
assumes that Nyagawa’s dismissal by
his fellow indigenous pastors from his
post as superintendent was caused by
his plans to ordain more pastors on his
own and to be bishop for life.®” How-
ever, indigenous accounts attribute
Nyagawa’s failure to the British colo-
nialists’ scepticism about his ability
to handle issues of education.”” They
also say that the missionaries indirectly
opposed him by not giving him moral
and material support, thereby mak-
ing the indigenous unhappy about his
leadership.”! They consequently did
not re-elect him, and a SEM missionary
became superintendent of the area
instead.”

It appears, then, that the Berlin 1
missionaries emphasized education to
assist individual Bible reading, but not
overall biblical-theological education.
There is no evidence that the mission-
aries thought of recruiting indigenous
people for pastoral career between
1891 and 1917. World War 1 taught
the missionaries a much-needed les-
son, and from 1925 on they planned to
establish a Bible school at Kidugala to
train evangelists. When the Germans
had to leave the country, the trained
indigenous evangelists were recruited
as pastors.

When the Leipzig missionaries left
the northern part of Tanganyika in
1920, their stations were mainly in

account
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the hands of local people who were
not trained theologians but teachers.”
It was only in Arusha and Pare that
two Leipzig missionaries who were
not of German origin remained and
took care of those stations and the
entire region.”* In 1922, the Leipzig
Mission and the Augustana Synod
agreed that the Augustana Mission
would take over care of the under-
staffed Leipzig mission areas.” When
the Leipzig missionaries returned to
Moshi in 1925, the Augustana mis-
sionaries agree to leave the Kiliman-
jaro area to Leipzig and open new
mission stations instead.”® For this
reason the Augustana missionaries
revived a poorly managed effort by
a Leipzig missionary from before the
First World War, in Singida in central
Tanganyika.””

Learning from the mistakes of
the past, the Leipzig mission quickly
established a theological training
school at Machame in 1932, and after
just one year a batch of students who
had received theological training were
ordained pastors.”® These pastors sus-
tained the church during World War
11 when the missionaries were repatri-
ated again. This paved the way to the
real indigenization of the clergy and
a positive contextualization of Chris-
tianity. The underside of this budding
success is that such brief theological
training for the first indigenous pastors
was not enough to help them develop
a sound theological interpretation of
the gospel and ecclesiology.

Becoming an Autonomous Church and
the Indigenization of the Episcopate

Around the time of World War 11 the
Augustana Mission from America and
various mission societies from Scandi-
navian countries came to Tanganyika
to assist the established German mis-
sionaries. Most of these mission soci-
eties had an evangelical Lutheran
background, but each group repre-
sented a different form of Lutheran-
1sm, especially in relation to Pietism
and the episcopate. The Swedish
Evangelical Mission (SEM) partly

assisted the continuation of the work
of Bethel Mission in 1942 when Ger-
mans missionaries were once again
repatriated.”” The sEM stemmed from
a free church tradition but closely
cooperated with the Church of Swe-
den Mission (CsM): the result was the
long-lasting influence of both pietistic
Lutheranism and a commitment to
the episcopate in the later ELcT.*

The Augustana Mission from
America was entitled to the stations of
Bethel mission, but because of limited
resources it asked the csMm to take over
the work in Usambara and Bukoba.?!
Niwagila argues that Augustana asked
csM for help because it didn’t trust
the indigenous people with the mis-
sion work, and also that the British
government did not allow the indig-
enous to lead the church without the
assistance of friendly missionaries.*”
Another possible reason was Sweden’s
relative neutrality in World War 1m,*
and ¢sM’s close historical ties with
the Augustana Mission in America,
since Church of Sweden immigrants
played a significant role in shaping the
“confessional Lutheran” stance of the
synod. However, one should also con-
sider the treatment of the Augustana
Synod at the hands of the Leipzig
Mission after World War 1, requiring
Augustana missionaries to move on to
new mission areas as soon as they got
the old ones established.®*

The strained economic situation
of the new mission societies triggered
invitations to other mission societies
in search of new locales in Africa, to
assist the work established by the old
German mission societies.”” That was
also the reason why the sEM asked the
Norwegian Lutheran Mission (NLM) to
work in Mbulu, where they started in
1950. More than its moderately pietis-
tic predecessors, the NLM stressed the
participation of all believers in the
administration of the Word and Sac-
rament as well as the experience of
charismatic gifts.* The NLM generally
held a negative attitude towards the
episcopate and downplayed the role
of clerics.” The conflict came to the
fore during the attempt to unite the



Lutheran churches of Tanganyika
before 1963, when the Evangelical
Church of Iraqw (EC1/KKI), through its
missionaries, expressed concern about
the proposal for a united Evangeli-
cal Lutheran Church in Tanganyika
which would include the episcopate,
an office already in place in some
areas.™ One of the missionaries had
indirectly terminated his contract at
this particular time, likely in objection
to the episcopate. The NLM, like other
mission societies, started a remarkable
number of educational institutions
and healthcare units.* But the stan-
dard missionary problem remained
the same: whether those services were
to become self-governing and self-sus-
taining by the indigenous.

The Finnish Evangelical Lutheran
Mission (FELM) was the last mission
society to come to the Southern High-
lands (Wanjiland and Nyakyusaland)
in 1952, replacing the Berlin Mission
Society.” This mission society was
peculiar in many ways because it was
the Finnish Lutheran church was never
a state church. Thus the FELM enjoyed
a certain prophetic freedom 1in its mis-
sionary objectives; its missionaries
understood the experience of oppres-
sion under Swedish and Russian dom-
ination, and Finland as a country had
never been a colonizer.” The existence
of the FELM in the Southern Highlands
improved church’s involvement in the
provision of education and healthcare
services.”

By and large the mission societies
from the u.s. and Nordic countries
came to support the work already put
in place by German mission societ-
ies. The various missionaries fell into
one of three categories. Some were
extremely pietistic, such as the NLM,
the seM, and partly Berlin 1. Others
were still evangelical but abided under
the umbrella of the state church, char-
acteristic of the Lutheranism estab-
lished during the Reformation. Third,
the Church of Sweden Mission was
unique in its influence on the estab-
lishment of episcopacy in the eventual
ELCT.”

Despite all these phenomenological

and methodological differencesin their
approaches to mission, these societies
were able to form a Mission Church
Federation (Mcr) in 1937.%* This Fed-
eration first comprised the Leipzig,
Berlin, and Bethel Missions, all from
Germany.” The decision of the mcF
in 1952 at Kidugala to establish a
strong base for theological training
at Makumira paved the way towards
the unity of the whole church in Tan-
ganyika.” In 1952 mcr became the
Federation of the Lutheran Churches
in Tanganyika (FLcT).”” The General
Assembly of rLcT in 1954, which was
held in Northern Tanganyika, was
dominated by indigenous members.”

However, the rrLcr faced finan-
cial challenges, and to a large extent
there were also theological problems
concerning episcopacy.” The Second
World War caused funds to dry up.
Many congregations had to depend
on small-scale projects to generate
income to support their work, but this
strategy in turn chased away some
Christians. Altogether, the positive
and negative impact of dependence
on mission societies was felt right from
the beginning. Little was recorded
at the time about how missionaries
addressed stewardship and diaconal
activities at this very stage, other than
the mere mention of financial crisis.

The two biggest practical problems
were with the baptism of children of
non-Christians and polygamy. Such
problems were dealt with mostly in
terms of church discipline without
much theological reflection.'™ A whole
range of solutions was employed,
which in turn has left a significant
legacy of confusion in the ELCT about
how to deal not only with polygamy
but with church discipline as a whole.
While in some areas polygamy, and
other contested practices like drinking
alcohol, were tolerated, other synods
and dioceses strictly banned practitio-
ners of polygamy and alcohol drinkers
from the church. Conflicts among the
dioceses of the ELCT on these issues
exist to this day.!"!

The question of the episcopate
came to the fore in this period as

well.'”” While Pietist missionaries were
in favor of diocesan superintendence,
indigenous people favored the title of
bishop for the leader of a synod or
diocese.'” The indigenous believed
the episcopate to be an office chiefly
concerned with guidance on spiri-
tual maters, rather than the mainly
administrative function of a president
or superintendent. A number of mis-
sionaries and at least one member of
the Lutheran World Federation con-
sidered the episcopate to be at odds
with the priesthood of all believers,
necessarily introducing undemocratic
hierarchical infrastructures into the
church.

It is my own conviction that epis-
copacy was plausible to indigenous
because it was analogous to the role
of a priest(ess) in African culture.
Originally the priesthood had been
introduced to the indigenous in the
colonial period as a solely spiritual
office. The indigenous thereafter
came to understand it in terms of
African indigenous priesthood, as
leaders who sought prosperity from
God in all aspects of life, political as
well as religious.'” In other words,
African priesthood traditions'” gave
rise among the indigenous to a holis-
tic and locally-defined understanding
of episcopacy. In addition, this helped
the indigenous grasp the christology
of the Bible, wherein God incarnate
in Jesus became the life-giver (cf. John
10: 10). This unspoken perception of
the episcopate has been a factor in
the growth of the church and also the
number of dioceses in Tanzania. Zr
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