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The growing body of literature about Christianity and popular culture in con-
temporary Africa conveys the general point that these are not two separate 
spheres but are intertwined in manifold ways. Mwenda Ntarangwi’s book The 
Street is My Pulpit offers an in-depth exploration of this intersection, focusing 
specifically on one Kenyan hip-hop artist, Juliani (stage name of Julius Owino; 
born 22 April 1984), who expresses his Christian identity through his music. 
Ntarangwi, who teaches anthropology at Calvin College in Grand Rapids, MI 
(USA), has previously published a book on East African hip-hop and is an ex-
pert on African popular music cultures. In the present book he combines his 
interest in African hip-hop with his interest in Christianity in Africa, a subject 
he has also written about previously.

The main character featured in this book, Juliani, is one of the most popular 
hip-hop artists in Kenya today. Initially a member of the urban hip-hop group 
Ukooflani Mau Mau, he later left the group to make headway into the popular 
music scene as a Christian artist while maintaining the idea of hip-hop as a tool 
for social critique. His songs ‘continued to carry the hard-hitting and socially 
conscious lyrics’ typical of Ukooflani Mau Mau, but were ‘more focused on the 
socioeconomic role of Christianity in Kenya’, combining ‘street language and 
content with biblical stories’ (4). Although explicitly identifying as Christian, 
Juliani deliberately avoids identifying with gospel music. In his understanding, 
the term ‘gospel’ refers to a message, not to a separate genre; he rather aims to 
infuse ‘the gospel message’ in mainstream popular music. He also appears to 
be critical of the gospel music scene, which for him is ‘Sunday music’, discon-
nected from people’s day-to-day struggles and experiences.

The concentration on one particular artist gives the book focus while offer-
ing Ntangwari a lens for a broader analysis of and commentary on Christianity, 
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popular music, youth culture, society, and politics in Kenya. Through a detailed 
reading of Juliani’s identity, performance, and songs, Ntangwari foregrounds 
and demonstrates how hip-hop music can, and in fact does, serve as ‘an impor-
tant platform through which Christianity in Kenya has been reimagined and 
articulated in order to align with youth aspirations and sensibilities’ (141). The 
book’s six main chapters introduce Juliani and the research presented in the 
book (chapter 1); explore the ways in which Juliani’s work brings Christianity 
and Kenyan street culture together (chapter 2); argue that hip-hop music is 
the latest phase in the process of ‘indigenizing’ Christianity in the context of 
Kenya and rendering it meaningful, especially among youth (chapter 3); exam-
ine how Juliani not only addresses socioeconomic issues in his music but also 
seeks to improve the lives of youth by promoting a philosophy and social pro-
gramme of self-empowerment (chapter 4); discuss the significance of social 
media in shaping contemporary Christian identities in Kenya (chapter 5); and, 
finally, investigate how Juliani preaches a ‘socially conscious’ message through 
his songs, addressing issues relevant to youth, ranging from love, sex, and sexu-
ality to politics and economics (chapter 6).

Apart from Ntarangwi’s book being the first in-depth study on Christianity 
and hip-hop music in Africa, it is also novel in the way it takes seriously the 
demographics of the population in Kenya and, more widely, in Africa. This may 
in fact be the first study of Christianity and youth in contemporary Africa. It 
provides critical insight into the ways in which Christian thought and practice 
are creatively appropriated and negotiated among the rapidly growing, young, 
urban population, and the challenges this poses to established Christian 
cultures.

Methodologically speaking, the author’s explicit self-positioning as 
Christian is somewhat refreshing, especially in the field of anthropology where 
questions of the researcher’s religious identity and involvement too often 
remain taboo. At several points Ntarangwi brings in his own biography as a 
Kenyan Christian. For example, when discussing the historic development of 
Christianity in Kenya in chapter 2, he extensively draws on his own upbring-
ing in the Methodist Church and how the rather-conservative religious culture 
of his youth changed dramatically as a result of the Pentecostal explosion in 
the 1980s. At other points he brings in his own faith commitment, for instance 
when siding with Juliani’s critique of mainstream Christian culture in Kenya 
and engaging some theological arguments.

Occasionally a greater distance from the subject might have been helpful. 
For instance, the author takes over Juliani’s narrative about Juliani’s parents be-
coming Christian (17) while a few pages earlier he had mentioned that the art-
ist grew up in a Catholic family. For them to ‘become Christian’ seems to refer 
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to their born-again experience and the subsequent move from the Catholic 
to a Pentecostal church. A somewhat more critical exploration of Juliani’s life 
would also have been useful at times. For example, on the same page on which 
Ntarangwi writes that Juliani’s girlfriend gave birth to a baby in 2015, he writes 
that Juliani’s song lyrics contrast ‘bad and good practices’ such as premarital 
sex versus abstinence (122). It would have been interesting to learn more about 
the way in which Juliani negotiates these two things. Regardless of these minor 
issues, however, this accessibly written book is worth reading by anyone with 
an interest in contemporary Christianity, hip-hop music, popular culture, and 
youth in Kenya and Africa more broadly.
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