
     Introduction 
 Christianity and the politics of 
homosexuality in Africa    

    Adriaan   van Klinken    and    Ezra   Chitando     

  This book complements the volume we edited earlier, entitled  Public Religion and 
the Politics of Homosexuality in Africa . Both edited collections have their origins in a 
call for papers launched in June 2013, to which we received such an overwhelm-
ing response that we decided to compile two book volumes. Where the fi rst vol-
ume has a broad scope and discusses various religions in Africa, in particular Islam, 
Christianity and Rastafarianism but also African indigenous religions, the present 
volume is dedicated to Christian traditions and contexts on the continent. 

 Many of the issues we discussed in the introduction to the  Public Religion  volume 
are also relevant to the present volume (Van Klinken and Chitando forthcom-
ing). We will not repeat the discussion, but briefl y identify some of the key issues. 
First, the monolithic picture of an ‘African homophobia’ that is fuelled by religion. 
We seek to interrogate this depiction in both volumes in two ways: by demon-
strating how anti-homosexual politics are context-specifi c and are the products 
of particular political economies as well as religious confi gurations, and by high-
lighting the nuances within religious traditions and the emergence of religious 
counter-hegemonic discourses. Thus, in the introduction to  Public Religion  we refer 
to processes of politicisation of homosexuality, and we also complicate the role of 
religion in these dynamics. 

 Doing so, second, we highlighted the public and political role of religion in 
Africa, and we discussed the complex relationship between ‘public religion’ and 
‘public sexuality’ in contemporary African societies. The chapters in the present 
volume provide further examples of this dynamic, as they provide insight into the 
way Christianity, particularly (but not only) in its Pentecostal forms, is a highly 
public religion that is actively involved in politics of sexuality. 

 Third, in the original call for papers we included a statement saying that con-
tributing to this project is not just academic, but political as well. Further refl ecting 
upon this in the introduction to  Public Religion , we identifi ed several reasons why 
it is pertinent to make issues of religion, politics and homosexuality the subject 
of scholarly investigation – reasons that refl ect a concern with democracy, human 
dignity and rights, as well as with public health. Given the political nature of any 
scholarship in this area, we hold that some of the classic methodological questions 
in the study of religion – the insider–outsider debate and issues of normativity and 
objectivity – are still relevant but need to be thought through again, with the help 
of critical (feminist, queer and postcolonial) perspectives. 
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2 Adriaan van Klinken and Ezra Chitando

 The contributions in this volume represent a variety of approaches and discip-
lines, such as anthropology, sociology, political science, ethics, biblical studies and 
theology, and many of them are in fact methodologically rather hybrid. Yet they 
demonstrate, in various ways and with diff erent emphases, a critical engagement 
with Christian discourses and a constructive thinking with Christian traditions, 
with a view to developing detailed, illuminating and transformative accounts of 
Christian politics of (homo)sexuality in contemporary Africa. As in the previ-
ous volume, we highlight here the importance of the fact that about half of the 
contributors are scholars from Africa, including some promising up-and-coming 
researchers. This is important, in the words of S.N. Nyeck and Marc Epprecht 
( 2013 , 5), because ‘it immediately challenges one of those stereotypes about 
non-normative sexualities in Africa that opponents of sexual rights often cite: that 
non-normative sexualities are not a topic of particular interest to African intel-
lectuals or a serious research priority but rather refl ect a purely Western-driven 
agenda or elitist frivolity’. 

  Politicising homosexuality: a recent trend in 
African Christianity 

 It is undeniable that in African Christian circles strongly politicised and public 
discourses on homosexuality abound. From all parts of Africa where Christianity 
is popular, examples can be given of prominent pastors and church leaders warn-
ing against ‘the dangers of homosexuality’, opposing gay and lesbian human rights 
advocates and calling for tough measures from their governments to ensure that 
homosexuality is and remains a criminal off ence and will not become accepted 
in their countries. Also, in diff erent parts of the continent we have seen political 
leaders and statesmen using strongly Bible-based rhetoric and Christian-inspired 
imaginary to depict homosexuality and ‘gay rights’ as a moral threat to their nations. 
As Masiiwa Gunda ( 2010 , 22) has argued, in contemporary Africa the Bible has 
become ‘a site of struggle’ where ‘the debate on homosexuality is being fought’ (see 
also Bongmba  2015 ). Interestingly, both groups of public spokesmen – religious and 
political leaders – in their anti-homosexual rhetoric, tend to demonstrate a confl a-
tion of ‘Christian values’ and ‘African tradition’, suggesting that both are inseparable 
and present a similar set of moral norms. This might be another example of how 
the Bible has found a home in Africa and how Christianity has become an African 
religion – yet as several commentators have observed, it is still not very convincing 
to use a holy book and a religion brought by Western missionaries to argue that 
homosexuality cannot be accepted in Africa because it would be a Western inven-
tion. In the words of Thabo Msibi ( 2011 , 69), there is an

  apparent contradictory acceptance and use of Christianity [which] clearly pre-
sents a dilemma in understanding the debate about a ‘sodomite-free’ Africa. If 
Africa rejects ideologies brought from the West, then surely religion brought 
from the West cannot be used to reject something that is being rejected for its 
foreign roots.  
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Introduction 3

  Regardless whether it is convincing for observers and commentators, this narrative 
appears to make sense for many African Christians. We are only at the beginning 
of unravelling and understanding the production, popularity and impact of this 
narrative and the underlying dynamics of African identity politics, and the role of 
Christianity in this, in the current era of postcoloniality, neo-liberalism and globali-
sation (Hoad  2007 ; Togarasei and Chitando  2011 ). 

 In view of these developments, it can be argued that perhaps one of the recent 
trends in African Christianity in the twenty-fi rst century is that it ‘has increas-
ingly become the site of controversies over issues of homosexuality and sexual 
diversity more broadly’ (Van Klinken  2015 , 144). However, this observation also 
makes clear that the politicisation of homosexuality is, indeed, a recent trend – 
not more and not less than that. Africanist and church historian Kevin Ward 
states in a 2002 publication:  ‘Despite recent attention, homosexuality has not 
generally been seen as a major issue for Christian churches or society leaders any-
where in Africa’ (Ward  2002 , 86–87). Likewise, Paul Giff ord in his 2009 book on 
Christianity and politics in Kenya points out that for most Kenyans, homosexu-
ality ‘hardly seems a burning issue’ (Giff ord  2009 , 249). Obviously, the situation 
has changed dramatically in less than a decade. Realising that public controversies 
over homosexuality are a relatively recent phenomenon in African Christian cir-
cles, and indeed in Africa as a whole, should prevent observers from talking about 
homophobia and anti-homosexual politics in a monolithic and essentialist way, 
as if such realities are typical of Africa and of African Christianity. Instead, such a 
realisation should stimulate a detailed and systematic inquiry into the historical 
backgrounds, cultural contexts, social developments, economic realities and pol-
itical dynamics – both within Africa and in the wider world – out of which this 
trend could emerge. An inquiry like that is a huge project and we cannot under-
take it in this introduction, although we believe that several of the chapters in 
this volume shed light on some of the questions that should be explored as part 
of such a project. Essentially, we underscore the need to pay attention to local 
context and realities, as well as global dynamics, which have seen the theme of 
homosexuality moving from the periphery of African Christianity to the centre 
of debates. 

 In this introduction, our objective is less ambitious as we aim to briefl y examine 
some of the key factors that have contributed to the recent politicisation of homo-
sexuality in African Christian circles. Doing so, we focus on recent and contempor-
ary history. We acknowledge that a longer-term historical perspective is required to 
fully understand current attitudes towards homosexuality. Several studies have dem-
onstrated how colonialism and missionary Christianity came with a particular form 
of sexual and gender politics, introducing norms that were alien to precolonial 
African societies including a strict regime of heterosexuality (e.g. Epprecht  2004 ). 
This is apparent, for example, from the penal codes criminalising ‘carnal knowledge 
against the order of nature’ that exist in many African countries today, particularly 
in former British colonies – a clause that ironically is now defended as protecting 
African values, while in fact it refl ects the Victorian values of a nineteenth-century 
colonial Christianity. 
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4 Adriaan van Klinken and Ezra Chitando

 We do not want to naively romanticise a queer precolonial African past, but it 
seems that indigenous African societies and cultures were characterised by a relative 
culture of discretion, allowing a certain space for ambiguous gender identities and 
non-heterosexual practices, which was then restricted by the imposition of strict 
gender and sexual norms by missionaries and colonial administrators. In some cases 
the arrival of missionary Christianity led to a bloody confrontation with local sex-
ual cultures. Most famous is the story about the Ugandan martyrs: young men who 
served as pages at the court of the Buganda king, but who after their conversion 
refused to submit to the king’s sexual demand and were then murdered in a mas-
sacre in 1886. According to Ward ( 2002 , 88), ‘The subsequent holocaust at the exe-
cution site of Namugongo became one of the defi ning events in the early history of 
Christianity in Uganda’, which was only reinforced when twenty-two pages where 
canonised as martyrs by Pope Paul VI in 1964. However, Ward also points out that 
the killings must not be reduced to the single issue of homosexuality but should 
be interpreted in the wider context of clashes and tensions – particularly the sus-
picion of disloyalty – caused by the establishment of Christian communities in the 
Buganda kingdom. According to Ward, ‘in the communal memory of the churches, 
the homosexual issue has rarely presented itself as the fundamental issue’ (89); only 
more recently, with homosexuality becoming a hot political topic, has the homo-
sexual element in the story become much more prominent and been employed, to 
diff erent ends, by diff erent groups involved in the politicisation of homosexuality 
in Uganda (Rao  2015 ; Guma forthcoming). 

 What then are the key factors contributing to this recent politicisation of homo-
sexuality, not only in Uganda but in African Christian circles more widely? It seems 
that in particular the debate in the global Anglican Communion has been a catalyst 
in making homosexuality a political issue, and that this was further fuelled by the 
rise of Pentecostal forms of Christianity in Africa and their increasing manifestation 
as a public and indeed political form of religion. As a third contributing factor, we 
will discuss the impact of the HIV epidemic. 

  The controversy in the Anglican Communion 

 For almost twenty years now, the Anglican Communion, which is a body represent-
ing all Anglican churches worldwide and uniting them under the spiritual leader-
ship of the Archbishop of Canterbury, has witnessed an ever-growing schism on 
issues of homosexuality (Sachs  2009 ). Every ten years, the bishops of all the mem-
ber churches hold a meeting convened by the Archbishop of Canterbury. In 1998, 
this so-called Lambeth Conference turned out to be dominated by homosexual-
ity, in particular the question of the ordination of gay and lesbian clergy and the 
blessing of same-sex relationships. Ward ( 2002 ,  2006 ) has documented how during 
the year preceding this conference, conservative Anglican factions organised sev-
eral preparatory meetings in various parts of the world where African bishops met 
with like-minded bishops from other continents. These meetings would typically 
issue strong statements on the incompatibility of homosexuality with the Bible and 
Christian tradition. At Lambeth itself, the gathered bishops had intense discussions 

9781472444745pre_pi-200.indd   49781472444745pre_pi-200.indd   4 2/24/2016   7:31:40 PM2/24/2016   7:31:40 PM

ISSRJH
Cross-Out

ISSRJH
Inserted Text
2016



Introduction 5

and they overwhelmingly voted against the ordination of non-celibate homosex-
ual clergy and the blessing of same-sex unions, much to the frustration of more 
liberal-minded colleagues. As Hoad ( 2007 , 52) puts it, at the conference ‘the newly 
authorised African Anglicans aligned themselves with the self-named traditional-
ists from the West’, in order to defend what they consider part of the very iden-
tity of the Anglican Church. Since then, the controversy has become only deeper. 
Some African bishops, in particular Archbishop Peter Akinola of Nigeria and the 
Ugandan archbishops Livingstone Nkoyooyo and Henry Orombi, have become the 
spokespersons of the opposition against the liberal, and in their opinion un-biblical, 
stances of Anglican churches in the West. In their perception, God is looking to 
Africa to save the church (Rubenstein  2008 , 148). At the same time, in particu-
lar the Episcopalian Church (the Anglican Church in the United States) refused 
to give in and continued ordaining openly gay and lesbian clergy, most famously 
Bishop Gene Robinson of New Hampshire, as well as blessing same-sex unions. 
This led to an even greater display of disunity at the next Lambeth Conference, in 
2007, to which Robinson was not invited. 

 At fi rst sight, the Anglican crisis over homosexuality reveals a growing divide 
between supposed liberal churches in the West and conservative churches in the 
global South. Thus, Philip Jenkins ( 2007 ) interprets the crisis as a consequence 
of the shift of the centre of world Christianity from the Western world to the 
global South. Undeniably, the dramatic growth of Anglican churches in countries 
like Nigeria (claiming to have over 18 million members) and Uganda (claiming 
over 8 million members) in recent decades means that the voices of their leaders 
cannot be easily ignored by their British and American counterparts. However, 
going beyond a simple Western liberal and Southern conservative divide, in fact 
the controversy over homosexuality has created new transnational alliances across 
the Communion. Coalitions between conservative Anglicans in the United States 
and Britain and in Africa have emerged, complete with new structures of eccle-
sial authority (Hassett  2007 ). Also, within Africa not all Anglican bishops take an 
equally fi rm stance,  1   there are critical voices within African Anglican circles (e.g. 
Mombo  2006 ), and in particular bishops in the Province of Southern Africa tend to 
demonstrate more sensitivity towards matters of homosexuality (Rubenstein  2008 , 
135–137). As Ward ( 2002 , 85) explains:

  The diff erence in response seems much more to do with the diff erent his-
tories of colonialism in these areas, and diff erent contemporary social and 
political situations. For post-apartheid South Africa, human sexuality is 
interpreted in the light of the struggle for basic human rights and justice. 
For the Anglicans of Eastern Africa, where the dominating infl uence has 
been that of the  Balokole  Revival movement, the most important issue is 
often presented as the call for Christians to separate themselves from ‘the 
things of the world’.   

 The controversy in the Anglican Communion has unmistakably contributed to 
homosexuality becoming a major ethical and political issue in African Christianity 
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6 Adriaan van Klinken and Ezra Chitando

and in Africa more broadly. The African bishops participating most actively in the 
Anglican debate – those of Nigeria and Uganda – went beyond internal church 
politics and contributed to the politicisation of homosexuality in their coun-
tries. Thus, both Ugandan Archbishop Orombi and Nigerian Archbishop Akinola 
have perpetuated the rhetoric of homosexuality as foreign and un-African, and 
of homosexuals ‘recruiting’ children into their ‘sexual perversions’ (Kaoma  2013 , 
90). Akinola’s successor as Primate of the Church of Nigeria, Archbishop Nicholas 
D. Okoh, in 2014 publicly commended the National Assembly for passing the Same 
Sex Marriage (Prohibition) Bill and in the same year he conferred on President 
Goodluck Jonathan, who signed the bill into law, the Primatial Award of Excellence 
in Christian Stewardship (Oguntola-Laguda and Van Klinken forthcoming). At least 
in part, this kind of anti-homosexual rhetoric might be inspired by the reality of 
a highly competitive religious market – competition between diff erent Christian 
denominations (in particular with Pentecostal churches), but especially in Nigeria 
also between Christianity and Islam. As Sachs ( 2009 , 225–226) puts it, Akinola and 
those like him fear that ‘approval of homosexuality [would be] an opportunity for 
his opponents to link the Nigerian church to the global North and so to discredit 
it’. According to Ward ( 2008 , 93), Anglican churches in Africa traditionally used to 
deal with issues such of sexual morality, such as polygamy, experimental marriages 
and promiscuity, in a relatively nuanced way, but ‘the criticisms of the compromises 
of Anglican Christianity in these areas by the pentecostal movement is one import-
ant reason for the diffi  culty of East and West African Anglican leaders to accord 
the same fl exibility and pastoral sensitivity to gay issues which they recognize in 
other forms of human sexual relationships’. It appears that even if homosexuality 
might not be a matter of pressing concern at the grassroots of African Anglican 
life, because of the discussion in the Anglican Communion as well as the emerging 
public debates in Africa, local churches and bishops felt that they had to provide 
clarity about Anglican identity. 

 The controversy in the Anglican Communion also became a matter of concern 
for the leaders of other Christian denominations in Africa, and thus created aware-
ness and generated support. The resistance of African Anglican bishops to liberal 
Western infl uences seems to have provided a model to other churches and church 
leaders who found themselves in a similar situation of being in one confessional 
family – such as Methodism, Presbyterianism or Lutheranism – with churches in 
Europe and North America that are more liberally orientated when it comes to 
issues of homosexuality. Thus in several ways, the Anglican crisis had an impact 
much wider than just the Anglican Communion and its internal politics, as it 
shaped attitudes and debates in society as well as in wider African Christian circles.  

  The role of Pentecostalism 

 The just-mentioned competition on the religious market that inspired African 
Anglican bishops to take a fi rm stance against homosexuality has to a signifi cant 
extent been incited by the emergence of Pentecostal churches in many parts of 
Africa in recent decades.  2   Not only have Pentecostal churches competed with 
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Introduction 7

other denominations for members but also for public space and political infl uence 
(Chitando  2002 ; Van Klinken  2015 ). In this process they have strongly contributed 
to the politicisation of homosexuality. 

 Pentecostalism originally is a holiness-orientated movement, putting a strong 
emphasis on morality in general, and specifi cally issues related to sexuality. Where 
Matthews Ojo, in a 1997 article, could write that Pentecostal churches, in their 
teachings on sexuality, rarely discuss homosexuality ‘because it is simply not accept-
able among Africans’ (Ojo  1997 , 69), in more recent years they have engaged with 
the topic much more openly. This is not because homosexuality suddenly was 
becoming acceptable, but because of the emerging global discourse of gay identi-
ties and rights that also made gay communities in African contexts more visible 
and made homosexuality a topic of public and political concern. It is not only 
that Pentecostal churches consider homosexuality to be immoral and therefore 
not acceptable – a perception they have in common with churches from other 
denominations – but also that they, more than the Catholic Church and mainline 
Protestant churches tend to do, mobilise political energies around the topic. 

 Guy Grossman in a recent study identifi es a number of reasons why what he calls 
‘renewalist churches’ are much more involved in ‘morality politics’ than mainstream 
churches in sub-Saharan Africa:

  First, presupposing that intense belief is a prerequisite for involvement in mor-
ality politics based on a ‘Christian understanding’ of morality, Renewalists hew 
to their faith with greater intensity than other types of Christians. … Second, 
and closely related, existing public opinion data suggests that Renewalists 
tend to have signifi cantly more conservative views on social issues than other 
groups of Christians. … Third, and likely most consequential, Renewalists 
are more likely to seek eroding distinctions between public and private, state 
and church, and secular and divine aff airs. … Fourth, the spread of renewalist 
churches creates a fragmentation of congregation and a heightened competi-
tion among churches that pushes religious leaders to sharpen their message to 
attract broader followings …. This, in turn, increases the pressure on churches, 
including mainline churches, to mobilize in demand for state regulation of 
morality and family. 

 (Grossman  2013 , 10–11)   

 Indeed, the third factor mentioned here might be most consequential for the pro-
cess of the politicisation of homosexuality, as it relates to the broader dynamics of 
Pentecostalism manifesting itself as a public religion and a ‘political spirituality’ 
(Marshall  2009 ) in contemporary African societies. As Van Klinken (forthcoming) 
points out:

  [T] he fervour with which Pentecostal groups have mobilized political energies 
against homosexuality might not just be informed by moral concerns – which 
they often share with other denominations – but also by a typical Pentecostal 
political theology. This theology presents a re-enchantment of the world in 
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8 Adriaan van Klinken and Ezra Chitando

a dualist scheme of good versus evil, and God versus the Devil with strong 
eschatological undertones. In such a scheme issues of homosexuality are eas-
ily framed in millennialist terms as part of ‘the devil’s agenda’ and as signs of 
‘the end times’, and are being addressed and fought against through ‘spiritual 
warfare’.  

  In this way, Pentecostalism has inspired a so-called ‘enchantment of the homosexu-
ality debate’ in Africa (Van Klinken  2013a ) in which even prominent international 
leaders such as Secretary General of the United Nations, Ban Ki-moon, can be 
perceived as agents of the devil or as antichrist, when they call for a recognition 
of the human rights of sexual minorities such as happened in Zambia in 2011. 
In Zambia (which constitutionally is a ‘Christian nation’), but also in other coun-
tries such as Uganda, this enchanted response is related to another key aspect of 
Pentecostal political theology:  its promotion of a form of nationalism in which 
citizenship is defi ned by Pentecostal Christian norms and in which national iden-
tity is shaped by Pentecostal religio-political imaginations (Bompani forthcoming; 
Van Klinken  2014 ). In the ideology of Pentecostal nationalism, ‘the sexual purity of 
the nation has eschatological signifi cance and is believed to be under the threat of 
cosmic forces of evil. The defence of this purity, then, becomes both a nationalist 
duty and a religious obligation’ (Van Klinken forthcoming). Obviously, the critical 
intersections of Pentecostalism, nationalism, sexuality and citizenship need further 
unpacking and critical interrogation, and several chapters in this volume contribute 
to that ( Chapter 1 ;  Chapter 2 ;  Chapter 5 ). 

 The political mobilisation against homosexuality in African Pentecostal circles is 
frequently linked to American infl uence. For example, the documentary fi lm  God 
Loves Uganda  (2013) puts the Ugandan anti-homosexuality bill in a transnational 
Christian context, particularly referring to American conservative evangelicals 
who export the ‘culture wars’ on homosexuality (which they seem to be losing at 
home) to Africa and who use their money to export homophobia and promote 
anti-homosexual legislation. This narrative has been substantiated by two studies of 
Kapya Kaoma ( 2009 ,  2012 ) documenting the links between American Christian 
Right organisations and African Pentecostal leaders involved in anti-homosexuality 
campaigns in their countries, particularly (but not only) in Uganda. Other scholars 
have been critical of this account, which they consider as too American-centred, 
as overlooking local socio-political factors, and as ignoring African agency in 
anti-homosexual dynamics (e.g. Boyd  2013 ). Obviously, we need to acknowledge 
that African Pentecostal churches are part of global transnational networks and 
discourses, and that certain American evangelical groups have recently demon-
strated a great interest in Africa as a ‘Christian continent’. Both developments have 
infl uenced the politics of homosexuality in Africa. At the same time, it is cru-
cial to acknowledge that just as American evangelicals are active in Africa, African 
Pentecostals have become active in North America. Pentecostal churches origin-
ating in Africa, such as the Redeemed Christian Church of God, have opened 
branches in other parts of the world and contribute to the politics of homosexuality 
in these contexts, as Ukah’s chapter in this volume suggests. Furthermore, it is to be 
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Introduction 9

acknowledged that leading Pentecostal fi gures in anti-homosexuality campaigns in 
Africa, such as Pastor Martin Ssempa from Uganda, have not denied their American 
links but have stated that their campaigns certainly are not just an American agenda, 
claiming agency and responsibility. Last but not least, as much as anti-gay actors 
in Africa have international allies and funders and are inspired by transnational 
discourses and politics, the same can obviously be argued in relation to African 
LGBTI groups – as is already apparent from the use of the acronym LGBTI, which 
indicates an inscription in a particular narrative of sexual and gender identities and 
rights. Thus what seems crucial is grasping the full complexity of the transnational 
political dynamics and religious networks in which African mobilisations around 
homosexuality and gay and lesbian human rights are embedded.  

  The context of HIV, sexuality and gender 

 As a third factor contributing to the politicisation of homosexuality in African cir-
cles over the past ten to fi fteen years, the reality of the HIV epidemic and its impact 
on Christian politics of sexuality and gender deserves attention. 

 Initially known in Africa as an American ‘gay disease’, when AIDS was found and 
started to spread on the African continent it was quickly framed by researchers and 
medical professionals as a heterosexual epidemic, refl ecting the belief that homo-
sexual transmission of the virus was marginal if not irrelevant (Epprecht  2008 ). 
At  the same time, the original idea of AIDS as a gay disease contributed to the 
association of HIV and AIDS with ‘sexual immorality’, which reinforced a culture 
of stigma and taboo, not at least in faith communities. It has taken considerable 
time for this culture to change, but as it became clear that the veil of secrecy on 
sex and sexuality contributes towards vulnerability to HIV, many churches in Africa 
have adjusted their approaches to these themes. Thus, whereas in the early 1990s 
there was a tendency to demonise condoms, there has been a gradual acceptance 
that church leaders should support more progressive public health messages on pre-
vention. The sheer impact of the HIV epidemic has forced more open discussion 
on sex and sexuality in Africa, including within communities of faith. This has led 
Musa Dube of Botswana to highlight the need for honest discussion on physical 
bodies and diff erences, in the quest for justice. She writes:

  Denial of the body and its sacredness often means we have no paradigms of 
thinking that allow[s]  us to affi  rm diff erence – people of various genders, vari-
ous races, various sexualities, various ethnicities, various abilities (physical chal-
lenge) and the earth body as our parent. We have denied and disempowered 
the bodies of diff erence among us by regarding them as inferior, unacceptable, 
sinful and available for our exploitation. 

 (Dube  2010 , 145)  

  The emphasis on recognising diff erence and pluralism has generated debate on 
human sexuality in its complexity within churches in Africa. When discussing the 
diff erent ways through which HIV spreads, the topic of men who have sex with 
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men and women who have sex with women is unavoidable. This has brought the 
theme of homosexuality to the fore, with many church leaders appreciating the 
need to separate public health concerns from morality. Trainings with religious 
leaders by faith-based organisations such as the international network of religious 
leaders living with or personally aff ected by HIV and AIDS (INERELA+) and 
the World Council of Churches’ Ecumenical HIV and AIDS Initiative in Africa 
(EHAIA) have also contributed to increased awareness of the need to provide real-
istic responses to same-sex relationships in Africa (see  Chapter 11 ). 

 Closely related to the theme of sexuality discussed above is that of gender. 
Activists in Africa have highlighted the gendered nature of the HIV epidemic. One 
of the most recurrent statements has been that ‘HIV in Africa carries the face of 
a woman’. African women theologians, among other scholars, have been consist-
ent in showing how gender inequality is driving the epidemic (Phiri, Haddad and 
Masenya  2003 ). Discussions on gender have demonstrated that gender is complex 
and may not be simplistically reduced to ‘women’s issues’. This insight then led to 
an emerging interest in men and masculinities and how these intersect with both 
religion and issues of HIV and AIDS (Van Klinken and Chitando  2005 ; Van Klinken 
 2013b ). The awareness of the gendered nature of the epidemic has led to a critical 
interrogation of how Christian discourses and politics tend to reinforce patriarchal 
gender norms and notions of masculinity, and more recently also to an emerging 
concern with how patriarchy is related to heteronormativity and homophobia. 
Thus we see that in the circles of African theology, particularly African women’s 
theology, homosexuality has begun to be discussed in a progressive way as part of 
the discourse on HIV and AIDS. African women theologians initially developed a 
gender-based response to the epidemic that drew attention to women’s vulnerabil-
ity, then started to address issues of masculinity, and from there some theologians 
have moved on to explicitly engage with issues of same-sex relationships. So the 
silence and taboo on homosexuality that prevailed in African theological circles  3   
has recently begun to crumble (Van Klinken and Gunda  2012 ), and some coura-
geous voices have appeared addressing the issue in liberating ways (e.g. Musa Dube 
and Esther Mombo). 

 All these developments have played a role in ensuring that homosexuality has 
been placed on the agenda of African Christianity and theology in a more decisive 
way. Whereas previously homosexuality was a rather remote issue (in keeping 
with the general approach towards sex and sexuality), the controversy within the 
Anglican Communion, the rise of Pentecostalism and the impact of HIV have 
moved it to the centre.   

  Contributions to this volume 

 The present volume is organised in three parts. Part I focuses on Pentecostal strands 
of Christianity in Africa, analysing them as forms of public and political religion. 
The contributions demonstrate how Pentecostalism has contributed to public con-
troversies over homosexuality, but also how it has become subject of such contro-
versies itself. 
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  Chapter 1  starts with a case study of Nigeria, one of the countries that recently 
passed new anti-homosexual legislation in the form of the Same Sex Marriage 
(Prohibition) Act, 2013. Asonzeh Ukah focuses on the Redeemed Christian Church 
of God (RCCG), one of the most prominent Pentecostal denominations in Nigeria 
that now has branches all over Africa and in other parts of the world. RCCG gen-
eral overseer, Enoch Adejare Adeboye, does not usually engage with public mat-
ters, yet in 2013 he did speak out publicly against homosexuality. Furthermore, 
in other ways the church has weighed in on the side of the anti-gay coalition in 
Nigeria, putting pressure on then-President Jonathan to sign the anti-gay bill into 
law. Ukah argues that this recent move is inconsistent with several of Adeboye’s 
and the RCCG’s earlier positions and ambitions. In his opinion this move fi ts in 
a broader pattern of Pentecostal churches seeking to infl uence and control public 
policy and political space more actively. 

 In  Chapter 2 , Caroline Valois introduces the context of Uganda, another country 
that controversially passed an Anti-Homosexuality Bill (2014). Valois’ study focuses 
on two Pentecostal-Charismatic (PC) churches in Kampala,  Miracle Centre Cathedral  
of Pastor Robert Kayanja and  One Love Church  of Pastor Martin Ssempa, who has 
become known for his active support for the Anti-Homosexuality Bill. Referring 
to the case of accusations by Ssempa and other PC pastors against Kayanya that 
he would have ‘sodomised boys’, Valois argues that PC Christianity in Uganda is 
increasingly characterised by religious competition, and in this marketplace homo-
sexuality is being used as a marker of religious ‘inauthenticity’ and corruption in 
order to disqualify competing pastors and churches. She further makes insightfully 
clear that such accusations exacerbate existing diff erences in theological orientation 
and political ambition between PC churches. This reminds us that even though 
these churches generally disapprove of homosexuality, some are much more con-
cerned with the topic than others. 

 Another country where homosexuality in recent years has become deeply politi-
cised is Cameroon. In a later chapter we read about the role of the Catholic Church 
in this process, but in  Chapter 3  Frida Lyonga focuses on the role of Pentecostalism, 
which is relevant given the boom in Pentecostal churches in recent decades and 
their increasing public visibility in the country. On the basis of in-depth interviews 
with a small sample of pastors, Lyonga distinguishes three so-called Pentecostal 
‘gospels’, the prosperity gospel, the healing gospel and the end-time gospel, that 
shape the understanding of and response to homosexuality in Pentecostal circles. 
She argues that together these gospels form an ‘unholy Trinity’ as they portray 
homosexuality as the pinnacle of moral corruption and thus reinforce negative 
attitudes towards homosexuality in a context where the rights of gays and lesbian 
people are already limited as a result of criminalisation. 

 With Pentecostalism becoming a major form of public religion in African soci-
eties, it is also increasingly becoming the subject of public critique. Adriaan van 
Klinken discusses a fascinating example of this dynamic in  Chapter 4 , where he 
gives a detailed reading of how Kenyan writer Binyavanga Wainaina, since com-
ing out as gay in January 2014, has become one of the most prominent public 
critics of Pentecostalism and homophobia in Africa. In an original argument, 
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12 Adriaan van Klinken and Ezra Chitando

Van  Klinken  reads Wainaina’s performance and stance in the long tradition of 
prophets in Kenya and suggests that Wainaina can be considered a queer prophet 
who is openly contesting the established authority of Pentecostal prophets and 
pastors in the country who are prophesying against homosexuality. Particularly 
highlighting the postcolonial and queer aspects of Wainaina’s contribution to pub-
lic debates on homosexuality in Kenya, the chapter portrays this charismatic and 
creative writer as one prominent example of African agency, courage, creativity and 
authority in the struggle for sexual diversity and gay rights in contemporary Africa. 

 In Part II, a broader view on Christianity in Africa is presented, acknowledging 
that not all Christianity on the continent has been Pentecostalised and that other 
denominations and traditions continue to play important social, public and political 
roles. The section opens with  Chapter 5  by Derrick Muwina. The chapter off ers 
a general account on the public role of Christianity in Zambia – constitutionally 
a ‘Christian nation’ – and the serious consequences this has for gay and lesbian 
people, as well as for human rights activists who dare to challenge state-sanctioned 
homophobia. Muwina argues that missionary Christianity as well as newer evan-
gelical and Pentecostal forms of Christianity have together created a public and 
political culture in which the criminalisation of homosexuality is biblically sanc-
tioned. His own critique of this situation demonstrates a concern with democracy 
and human rights, such as when he points out the contradiction of churches claim-
ing to be champions of democracy and yet inadvertently curtailing the rights of gay 
and lesbian people and their participation in society. 

 In  Chapter  6  we move from Zambia to neighbouring Zimbabwe, where 
since the mid-1990s President Robert Mugabe has been publicly expressing 
strong anti-homosexual political rhetoric. As Lovemore Ndlovu shows, this 
anti-homosexuality narrative gained currency during the period of economic and 
political turmoil (from the 2000s). His study focuses on the Anglican Church and 
the complex ways in which it was aff ected by, and became involved in, the political 
troubles in the country and Mugabe’s anti-homosexual narrative. The December 
2000 appointment of Nolbert Kunonga as the bishop of the Harare diocese devel-
oped into a schism in the church, and even though this schism was ostensibly 
related to the homosexuality debate within the global Anglican Communion, in 
Ndlovu’s reconstruction it appears to be intricately connected to the political ten-
sions within Zimbabwe between pro- and anti-Mugabe factions. Church politics 
and state politics can hardly be disentangled in this case in which homosexuality 
was used as political diatribe in a deeply polarised society. As such, the case study 
provides critical insight in the ways religion, politics, and sexuality are closely inter-
connected in Zimbabwe, but probably also in other countries. 

 The latter is also demonstrated in  Chapter 7 , where S.N. Nyeck examines the role 
of the Catholic Church in the public debate about homosexuality in Cameroon. 
Interestingly, the chapter demonstrates that this role is rather ambivalent, as the 
church historically appears to be both victim and promoter of homophobia in 
Cameroon. Not a case study in the usual sense, Nyeck’s chapter presents a ‘political 
interpolation’ of the Catholic Church by engaging the question of Christian social 
ethics in view of the precariousness and fragility of queer subjects. Taking up the 
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argument of Catholic theologian Emmanuel Katongole that a crisis of imagination 
lies at the core of Africa’s struggle for development, Nyeck argues that the encoun-
ter with queer subjects will help to move the church beyond self-protective moral 
tactics as well as self-denial and will contribute towards imagining a social ethics that 
frees Africa from its own narrative of self-deception within and outside the church. 

 In  Chapter 8 , Charlene van der Walt introduces us to a recent controversy in 
the Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa, where the Curatorium refused to 
legitimise an openly gay candidate for ordination – a decision that then became 
subject of public debate in the Afrikaans-speaking sector of South African society. 
Analysing this debate, Van der Walt points to the prominence of the position of the 
Bible in the discussion and observes that confl icting interpretations of the Bible are 
at the heart of the controversy. Hence she proposes the model of intercultural Bible 
reading, based on principles of African and feminist hermeneutics, as a way to cre-
ate a space for dialogue, exchange and transformative engagement with the biblical 
text among readers from diff erent backgrounds and perspectives within the Dutch 
Reformed Church but possibly also in other Christian denominations. 

 Because of its concern with transformative Bible reading, Van der Walt’s chap-
ter is a nice bridge to Part III, entitled ‘Christian subversions and transformations’. 
The four chapters in this section provide critical insight into ‘the other side’ of 
Christianity, as they demonstrate how Christian discourses and practices are mobi-
lised not only by those opposing homosexuality, but also by advocates of gay and 
lesbian human rights, LGBT activists, and by gay and lesbian people themselves 
when they negotiate their sexual identity and faith. The section opens with two 
chapters exploring the latter dynamics. In  Chapter 9 , Nelson Muparamoto does 
so on the basis of in-depth interviews with individuals identifying as gay and les-
bian  and  as Christian, while in  Chapter 10 , Lilly Phiri does the same on the basis 
of focus group discussions with Zambian men ‘who love other men’. Both authors 
take a slightly diff erent approach – Muparamoto’s is more sociological, while Phiri’s 
approach is more theologically inclined – but their fi ndings are complementary 
as they critically explore the ways in which gay and lesbian people overcome the 
homophobia they meet in church and society and reconcile their sexual and reli-
gious identities, with their faith becoming a source of spiritual empowerment. Very 
little research has been conducted so far on LGBT spirituality in African contexts, 
so these chapters map onto a new and important fi eld of study. 

 In  Chapter  11 , Ezra Chitando and Tapiwa Mapuranga off er a mapping of 
another important fi eld: the emerging engagement between some church leaders 
and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex activists. Discussing a number of 
cases from diff erent countries in which pastors and church leaders, mostly from a 
more or less liberal Protestant background, have engaged with LGBTI people in 
their region, the authors nuance and balance the dominant narrative describing 
the relationship between LGBTI activists and churches in Africa as one of ten-
sion, confrontation, hatred and even violence. The cases of emerging dialogue and 
constructive engagement are not yet many, but at least they make clear that there 
is diversity within African Christianity even when it comes to issues of homosexu-
ality, and they indicate a potential that can be further explored and built upon in 
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14 Adriaan van Klinken and Ezra Chitando

the future. Where in Western contexts LGBTI activism has mainly been secular and 
secular models of LGBTI liberation have prevailed, in African contexts we might 
see that faith can be a source of LGBTI activism and empowerment. 

 The latter is illustrated in  Chapter  12 , where Gerald West narrates the story 
of how the Ujamaa Centre for Community Development and Research at the 
University of KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa became involved in working on issues 
of homosexuality. The Ujaama Centre has a long tradition of using biblical texts in 
processes of community empowerment and social transformation – for example, to 
address issues of HIV and AIDS, gender-based violence and poverty in local groups 
of readers – for which West has developed a method of Contextual Bible Study. 
Initially addressing homosexuality indirectly through a Bible study on male rape, as 
the context in South Africa shifted – among reasons because of the HIV epidemic, 
certain developments in the mainline churches, and the passing of the progressive 
but controversial Civil Union Act in 2006 – a new Bible study specifi cally on homo-
sexuality was developed and used in local communities, both faith communities and 
a local lesbian and gay group. West’s detailed account on the methodology and ques-
tions in these Bible studies, and his refl ection on the process, might inspire similar 
projects to emerge in other African countries and to learn from the South African 
experience, in the same way as the Ujaama Centre’s Bible study on gender-based 
violence gave rise to the Tamar Campaign in other parts of the continent. 

 As an appendix to this volume we include the Elmina Consultation Statement 
(September 2015), which refl ects a newly emerging discourse in African (Anglican) 
Christian circles. A  progressive document from African soil, it links issues of 
homosexuality to the history of slavery and colonialism, reminding the church 
of its historical involvement in oppression and of its vocation to be on the other 
side of history.  
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   Notes 

  1     The Church of Uganda had its own dissident in Bishop Christopher Ssenyonjo, retired 
Bishop of West Buganda and open supporter of gay and lesbian human rights, who in 
2006 lost his clerical status and privileges by a decision of the House of Bishops.  

  2     We use the term ‘Pentecostal churches’ in a broad way, including those groups that are 
often referred to as neo-Pentecostal or Pentecostal-Charismatic. When it comes to the 
stance on homosexuality, the diff erences between diff erent types of Pentecostalism seem 
to be less relevant.  

  3     The exception here is South Africa, where homosexuality has longer been the subject of 
theological debate (Germond and De Gruchy  1997 ).   
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