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ABSTRACT
This dissertation analyzes Mennonite missionary engagement with African

Independent Churches in West Africa. The engagement between missionaries and
indigenous churches gave rise to a novel mission interaction with a non-western form of
Christianity. It led to the early development of mission strategy and theory from an
intentionally Anabaptist perspective. Based upon close analysis of archival material, the
dissertation examines the extended encounter between missionaries and Independents in
southeastern Nigeria between 1958 and 1967. It places the encounter within the context
of the religious history of both groups and outlines the influence of the experience on
subsequent mission work. This case study sheds new light on the emergence of African

indigenous Christian movements and western Christians’ interaction with those

movements during the period of decolonization and African nationalism.
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The history that this study constructs shows that the religious and missiological
assumptions that each party brought to the encounter complicated their relationship. The
Independents’ religious history led them to expect missionaries to establish traditional
mission educational and healthcare institutions that would reinforce their well-being.
Missionaries Edwin and Irene Weaver and their colleagues were hesitant to do so, since
their experience in India had convinced them that such institutions caused dependency on
foreign funds and impeded indigenization. They focused, rather, on encouraging better
relationships between estranged Independents and mission churches, capacitating
Independent churches through biblical training, and reinforcing Independents’ indigenous
identity. Yet some Nigerian Independents insisted on a traditional mission relationship
and its accompanying Mennonite identity. Missionaries borrowed mission theory about
indigenization from the wider missionary movement, but applied and modified it over
time, finally incorporating it into an Anabaptist missionary approach for work in Nigeria,
Ghana, Cote d’Ivoire and the Republic of Benin.

This study suggests that while relationships between streams of the Christian
movement are conditioned by their different religious histories and cultures, they
nevertheless generate missiological insights. Through this engagement missionaries
articulated an Anabaptist missiology that became influential throughout Africa. In turn,
the Mennonite missionary presence enabled some Nigerian Independents to network

successfully with the world Christian movement via their Mennonite affiliation.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Project Description

This dissertation reconstructs the history of Mennonite missionary interaction
with African Independent Churches (AICs) in southeastern Nigeria and its effect on
further mission engagement in West Africa.' In 1958 a group of AIC congregations in the
region declared themselves Mennonite and invited the North American Mennonite Board
of Missions and Charities (MBMC) to send personnel to work with them. The mission
responded with visits by missionaries based in Ghana and the assignment of a resident
missionary couple a year later. The thesis of the dissertation is that this encounter
prompted the mission to modify its missionary practice and was an impetus for the
development of a Believers’ Church missiology. Although they collaborated in the
establishment of Mennonite Church Nigeria (MCN) and continued to work with it,
missionaries shifted their focus to work primarily with churches unaffiliated with western

denominations. They sought to encourage better relationships between estranged AICs

' AICs (also called African Independent, Indigenous, Initiated, or Instituted Churches) functioned
outside the control of western missions or churches. Africans established them in significant numbers
during the early and middle decades of the twentieth century, sometimes in schisms from existing churches,
as prayer groups or revivals that evolved into churches, or through the initiatives of local Christian
evangelists, healers or prophets. AICs are a movement, not one denomination, within which there is a
variety of belief and practice. While their early defining trait was their autonomy, later many AICs were
characterized by the continuity of their religious practice and belief with African traditions. Afe Adogame
and Lazio Jafta, “Zionists, Aladura and Roho: African Instituted Churches,” in African Christianity: An
African Story, ed. Ogbu U. Kalu (Trenton, NJ: African World Press, 2007), 271-87; Kevin Ward, “Africa,”
in A World History of Christianity, ed. Adrian Hastings (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 221-23.



and mission churches, capacitate AICs through biblical training, and reinforce their
indigenous identity in the face of western missions’ attempts to assimilate them. MCN,
on the other hand, resisted the shift in focus and insisted on maintaining its Mennonite
identity. This dissertation explains why missionaries and mission administrators arrived
at a new Believers’ Church mission approach of dialogue and how they implemented it in
Nigeria and other West African countries. It also describes and explains MCN’s

resistance to the shift.

Significance of the Project
Mennonite and Anabaptist Missions

The primary significance of this study is for the area of Mennonite and Anabaptist
mission history. It demonstrates how the Nigeria experience prompted MBMC to adjust
its strategies of “indigenization” and provided an opportunity to appropriate
anthropological reflection in its missiological deliberations. In addition, the experience
led missionaries to critically engage theories about mass movements toward Christianity
and to articulate a uniquely Anabaptist contribution to mission theory with a new
articulation of a Believers’ Church missiology.

The missionaries arrived in Nigeria after decades of work in India, and their
Nigerian experience presented them with new contexts and expressions of Christianity
they had not seen before. Missionaries had been accustomed to envisioning and working
toward the autonomy of churches that they had planted and mentored. This they
understood to be a process of “indigenization” in which the Indian church would come to

govern itself, finance its own activities, propagate itself, and develop an Indian



comprehension of the Christian faith instead of uncritically appropriating western
understandings.” In Nigeria missionaries found churches that were already “indigenous”
but that desired to initiate a relationship with MBMC and to take on a “Mennonite”
identity. This defied the indigenization theory to which missionaries subscribed and
opened a debate about how to proceed. What was to be the place of missionaries and/or a
western mission agency in relationship to an African church that was already indigenous
and not organically related to the mission or its sponsoring church? The previous
challenges of indigenization in India and the new post-colonial context of Nigeria and the
larger West African region would influence the development of their new missionary
strategies and theory.

The growing influence of anthropological reflection among Mennonite
missionaries and missiologists highlighted the importance of adapting mission activity to
the particularities of local cultures. In the early 1950s MBMC and Goshen Biblical
Seminary, one of the seminaries serving the Mennonite constituency, together sought to
introduce the study of new linguistic and anthropological theories and methods into
missionary training programs.’ As a result of a linguistic and anthropological study by
William and Marie Reyburn, missionaries in the Chaco region of Argentina adapted their
strategy to the culture of the Toba people. They abandoned the goal of establishing a

Mennonite church in favor of providing Bible translation and leadership training to

2 John A. Lapp, “The Struggle to Indianize the Church,” in The Mennonite Church in India, 1897-
1962 (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1972), 173-89.

3 Harold S. Bender to John H. Mosemann,” March 29, 1951 and Levi C. Hartzler, Conference on
Missionary Linguistics and Anthropology, Meeting Report (Elkhart, IN, April 21, 1951),1V-18-10, MBM
Office of the Secretary 1941-1957, Box 3, Linguistics and Anthropology 1951-53.



indigenous congregations.” Their decision established an important precedent for the
mission’s engagement in Nigeria where missionaries were attuned to the challenges of
working in cultures other than their own and would look to anthropological insights to
guide their work.’

J. Waskom Pickett’s analysis of twentieth century mass movements towards
Christianity in India motivated MBMC missionaries to adjust their strategy to take
advantage of such movements.® Donald McGavran popularized missiological reflection
about mass movements and became an important interlocutor of Mennonite missiologists
as they developed strategy for their West Africa work.” While they eventually differed
with his proposals, interaction with McGavran’s ideas motivated the mission to articulate

a missionary approach tailored for West Africa.

* William David Reyburn, The Toba Indians of the Argentine Chaco an Interpretive Report
(Elkhart, IN: Mennonite Board of Missions & Charities, 1954); Albert Buckwalter, Minutes of the Chaco
Mission Council, (Nam Cum, Argentina: Chaco Mission Council, August 18, 1954), IV-18-10, Box 1,
Argentina Field Secretary 1951-1955; Albert Buckwalter, Minutes of the Chaco Mission Council, Meeting
Minutes (Nam Cum, Argentina: Chaco Mission Council, September 11, 1954),1V-18-10, Box 1, Argentina
Chaco 1951-55; Willis Horst, Ute Mueller-Eckhardt, and Frank Paul, Mision sin conquista:
acompaiiamiento de comunidades indigenas autoctonas como prdctica misionera alternativa (Buenos
Aires, Argentina: Ediciones Kairos, 2009), 41, 65, 84, 193-7.

5 Edwin Weaver to John H. Yoder, December 24, 1959, IV-18-13-02, Box 11, Nigeria - Edwin
Weaver 1959; John H. Yoder to Edwin Weaver, September 26, 1963, HM 1-696, Box 4, Folder 42, Yoder,
John Howard, 1963-1964.

® Jarrell Waskom Pickett and National Christian Council of India, Christian Mass Movements in
India, a Study with Recommendations (New York: Abingdon Press, 1933); S. Jay Hostetler, “Soul Winning
Methods That Have Proved Successful in India,” in Thirtieth Annual Report of the Mennonite Board of
Missions and Charities (Elkhart, IN: Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities, 1936), 94-101, IV-06-
03, Box 4, Annual Meetings Annual Reports 1933-1938.

" Donald McGavran to J. D. Graber, November 3, 1956 and no date, IV-18-13-02, Box 8,
McGavran, Donald 1956-64; J. D. Graber to Donald McGavran, November 13, 1956 and January 2, 1937,
IV-18-13-02, Box 8, McGavran, Donald 1956-64; J. D. Graber to Quintus Leatherman, March 30, 1957,
HM 1-563, Box 3, Folder 28.



Their interaction with AICs in Nigeria led MBMC missiologists to articulate a
new mission approach that was consistent with their religious tradition. Earlier
Mennonite mission initiatives were dependent on the wider Protestant mission movement
for their theology and methods.® The experience in Nigeria pushed the mission to
articulate a justification for working with AICs instead of following the more traditional
approach of developing a church that would be organically connected to a North
American denomination.” Mission interaction with AICs led MBMC to move beyond the
missiology it received from the wider missionary movement and to develop its own
theory and practice that was consistent with its Anabaptist, Believers’ Church religious
tradition.

The development of a Believers’ Church missiology is an example of how the re-
appropriation of the sixteenth century Anabaptist movement among North American
Mennonites affected Mennonite mission theory and strategy during the last decades of the
twentieth century. Discernment among Mennonites about the significance of their
Anabaptist roots, especially Harold S. Bender’s The Anabaptist Vision and the

subsequent reflection that it generated, provided them a useful and an identity-

¥ Wilbert R. Shenk, By Faith They Went Out: Mennonite Missions 1850-1999, Occasional Papers,
Institute of Mennonite Studies 20 (Elkhart, IN: Institute of Mennonite Studies, 2000), 38-42, 116.

% John H. Yoder to Wilbert R. Shenk, February 16, 1970, 1V-18-16, Folder 2 Mennonites in West
Africa, 1958-1981; Wilbert R. Shenk to Marlin Miller, February 13, 1974 and Marlin Miller to Wilbert R.
Shenk,” June 21, 1974,1V-18-13-04, Box 3, Miller, Marlin and Ruthann 1970-74; Willard E. Roth, Notes,
West Africa Think Group, Meeting Report (Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities, February 8, 1975),
IV-18-16, Folder 2 Mennonites in West Africa, 1958-1981; “Ministry Among African Independent
Churches,” January 30, 1980, IV-18-16, Folder 4 West Africa Program Docs, 1974-1986.



constructing history during the post-World War II decades.'” MBMC’s development of a
Believers’ Church missiology in response to its experience with AICs is an example of
the salience of that Anabaptist-inspired identity on North American Mennonite thinking
and witness and its influence on relationships with southern churches.

While Mennonite missionaries have reflected on their engagement with Nigerian
AICs in a number of publications, a fresh telling of this story adds new data and analysis
to the history of Mennonite and Anabaptist missions. Edwin and Irene Weaver, MBMC
missionaries to Nigeria, wrote The Uyo Story, an account of their experience in Nigeria,
and From Kuku Hill, an account of their work with AICs in the wider West African
context.'' These largely autobiographical works explain why they chose to focus their
work on AICs instead of on the growth of a traditional, denominational church structure
with organic ties to the West. They advocated for this new approach. A number of
additional works analyzing Mennonite engagement with AICs in Nigeria and across West
Africa show how the experience influenced the mission’s subsequent approach in Africa

and what it meant for mission strategy and theory in general.'> This dissertation examines

0 paul. Toews, “Search for a Usable Past,” in Mennonites in American Society, 1930-1970:
Modernity and Persistence of Religious Community (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1996), 84—-106; Albert N.
Keim, “The Anabaptist Vision,” in Harold S. Bender, 1897-1962 (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1998), 306—
31; Gerald Bieseeker-Mast, "The Persistence of Anabaptism as Vision," Mennonite Quarterly Review 81, 1
(2007): 21-42.

""Edwin Weaver and Irene Weaver, The Uyo Story (Elkhart, IN: Mennonite Board of Missions
and Charities, 1970); Edwin Weaver and Irene Weaver, From Kuku Hill: Among Indigenous Churches in
West Africa, Missionary Studies 3 (Elkhart, IN: Institute of Mennonite Studies, 1975).

"2 Wilbert R. Shenk, “Mission Agency and African Independent Churches,” International Review
of Mission 63, no. 252 (1974): 475-91; Wilbert R. Shenk, “‘Go Slow Through Uyo’: A Case Study of
Dialogue as Missionary Method,” in Fullness of Life for All: Challenges for Mission in Early 21st Century,
ed. Inus Daneel, Charles van Engen, and Hendrik Vroom (New York: Rodopi, 2005), 329-40; James R.
Krabill, "Evangelical and Ecumenical Dimensions of Walking with AICs," in Evangelical, Ecumenical,



source data that these previous works did not consider and provides a more thorough
description of the engagement and its implications for Mennonite and Anabaptist mission

history.

African Independent Church Studies

Since the change in mission approach that this project examines took place within
the context of ministry among African Independent Churches, the study provides some
data and analysis about these movements and western interaction with them. Early works
about AICs often highlighted them as examples of ecclesiastical division, referring to
them as separatist or breakaway movements.'’ By the early 1960s a growing number of
scholars and church leaders sought to understand, explain, and evaluate this stream of the
world Christian movement in a more positive light.'* Subsequently scholars such as
Harold Turner and Marthinus Daneel would provide windows into the thought patterns of

AIC religious understandings.'> Mennonite missionaries in Nigeria came to identify with

and Anabaptist Missiologies in Conversation: Essays in Honor of Wilbert R. Shenk, ed. James R. Krabill,
Walter Sawatsky, and Charles Edward van Engen (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2006); David A. Shank,
"Reflections on Relating Long Term to Messianic Communities" and "John Howard Yoder, Strategist for
Mission with African-initiated Churches," in Mission from the Margins: Selected Writings from the Life
and Ministry of David A. Shank, ed. James R. Krabill (Elkhart, IN: Institute of Mennonite Studies, 2010);
R. Bruce Yoder, “Mennonite Mission Theorists and Practitioners in Southeastern Nigeria: Changing
Contexts and Strategy at the Dawn of the Postcolonial Era,” International Bulletin of Missionary Research
37,n0.3 (2013): 138-44.

" E.g. Robert H. W. Shepherd, “The Separatist Churches of South Africa,” International Review
of Mission 26, no. 4 (1937): 453-63.

"E.g.J.W.C.Dougall, “African Separatist Churches,” International Review of Mission 45,n0. 3
(1956): 257-66; Victor E. W. Hayward, ed., African Independent Church Movements, Research Pamphlets
11 (London: Edinburgh House Press, 1963).

' Harold W. Turner, “Patterns of Ministry and Structure within Independent Churches,” in
Christianity in Independent Africa, ed. Edward Fasholé-Luke et al. (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1978), 44—59; Turner, Profile Through Preaching: A Study of The Sermon Texts Used in a West



the new, more positive assessment. When MBMC missionaries first encountered the
vigorous AIC movements in southeastern Nigeria in 1958 however, scholars had not yet
analyzed the indigenous Christian movements in the region. Missionary Edwin Weaver
formed an Inter-Church Team that implemented surveys in order to gather data about
AICs.'® The team collaborated with the Department of Religious Studies at the nearby
University of Nigeria at Nsukka where Andrew Walls and Harold Turner were engaged
in a similar data-gathering project.”’

The outbreak of the Nigerian civil war forced the team to stop its work and the
missionaries to evacuate the region. Much of the data that the Inter-Church Team
collected and the material housed at Nsukka were destroyed during the war.'® Because
the war resulted in heightened governmental mistrust of missionaries and increased
tension between the Ibo and Ibibio peoples, it was not possible to resume surveys of AICs
in the villages and towns of southeastern Nigeria after the cessation of hostilities in
January 1970."” Weaver evacuated the region in 1967 with his personal papers that

included a modest amount of AIC documentation, only a portion of what the team

African Independent Church (London: Edinburgh House Press, 1965); M. L. Daneel, A/l Things Hold
Together (Unisa: Unisa Press, 2007); Inus Daneel, Quest for Belonging: Introduction to a Study of African
Independent Churches (Gweru: Mambo Press, 1987).[

16 Weaver, The Uyo Story, 115.

"7 Shenk, ““Go Slow Through Uyo’: A Case Study of Dialogue as Missionary Method,” 339.

'8 1. U. Nsasak to Edwin Weaver, August 31, 1968, 1V-18-13-03, Nigeria - Biafra - Sept to Dec
1968; Andrew F. Walls, "Structural Problems in Mission Studies," International Bulletin of Missionary
Research 15, no. 4: 146-155; “Centre for the Study of Christianity in the Non-Western World, University
of Edinburgh: Epelle, EM.T.,” http://www .mundus.ac.uk/cats/3/18 .htm (accessed May 7, 2014).

1. U. Nsasak to Edwin Weaver, August 31, 1968.



collected. This dissertation analyzes the documentation that Weaver carried with him as
well as the material he had sent to MBMC headquarters earlier.

The religious vitality of the AICs in southeastern Nigeria is well known, but the
reasons for that vitality are less clear. A year after Weaver evacuated the region David
Barrett, in his ambitious work about AIC movements, Schism and Renewal in Africa,
identified the region where the MBMC missionaries had worked as having “probably the
densest concentration of independency [AICs] in all Africa.”** In 2005 nearly half a
century after the Mennonite mission arrived in Nigeria, Wilbert R. Shenk noted that the
reasons that southeastern Nigeria “produced such vigorous religious innovation™ had yet
to be identified.”' This project seeks to help address this void by analyzing the context
that shaped the vibrant and diverse AIC movements that Mennonite missionaries

encountered.

Method of Investigation
The method of this dissertation is both historical and missiological. An historical
approach is appropriate because the study addresses a period in the past, from 1958 to
1967. Its primary sources are archival materials. Historical narrative shapes its
conclusions. A missiological approach is appropriate because the thesis has to do with
mission practice and theory, and the subjects were missionaries. Since the questions that

the thesis addresses are qualitative and because the primary sources of the study lend

* David B. Barrett, Schism and Renewal in Africa: An Analysis of Six Thousand Contemporary
Religious Movements (Nairobi: Oxford University Press, 1968), 291.

*! Shenk, ““Go Slow Through Uyo’: A Case Study of Dialogue as Missionary Method,” 340.
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themselves to qualitative analysis, the research approach is qualitative rather than
quantitative. Significant quantitative data for the location and period concerned are not
available.

The history that this study reconstructs is built around a case study of Mennonite
missionary engagement with AICs in southeastern Nigeria from 1958 to 1967. A case
study is a useful approach when: research investigates questions of why and how; the
researcher has little or no control over the behavior of the actors involved; or the context
is relevant to the issues that the study addresses, the boundaries between the context and
the issues not being clear.”” This study meets these criteria. It addresses questions of why
and how missionaries modified their mission theory and practice upon encountering
AICs. As it is an historical study, the behavior of the actors is in the past and cannot be
manipulated. Since the cultural particularities of given contexts are important for
missiological reflection, the cultural and religious belief systems in mid-twentieth century
Nigeria are significant factors in the analysis of the missionaries’ theory and practice.”

The issues, geographical locations, and people that provide the focus of this
dissertation emerge from the Nigeria case study. The case study is bounded with respect
to time, location, and the actors involved and focuses on the period from November 1958

to July 1967. It concentrates attention on southeastern Nigeria and gives priority to the

** Robert K. Yin, Case Study Research: Design and Methods, 4th ed., Applied Social Research
Methods Series (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage Publications, Inc, 2009), 1-2, 13, 18.

> While experts in case study methods such as Robert Yin differentiate between historical and
case study approaches, preferring to think of case studies as addressing contemporary phenomenon, they
also note that research methods overlap and that researchers can use multiple methods in any given study.
Yin, Case Study Research,?2,13.
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area that is today Akwa Ibom State, where the AICs with whom missionaries interacted
were located. The case study focuses on MBMC missionaries and mission administrators
and the AICs with whom they interacted. Mennonite missionaries from the Mennonite
Brethren in Christ Church who worked in northern Nigeria and those from the Church of
God in Christ Mennonite who worked east of the Niger River are not included .**

This dissertation considers events outside of these boundaries when they add
information that helps explain the case and its significance for the mission’s evolving
mission theory and strategy. For example, it explores previous experiences of MBMC
missionaries in India that are important for explaining the approach that missionaries later
developed in Nigeria. It looks to the religious history and experience of the Ibibio people
and to that of the mission to help explain the religious belief systems that influenced the
AICs and missionaries as they interacted. This study draws on the previous mission
experience among the Toba Indians of Argentina since the work there influenced the
attitudes of mission administrators to the Nigeria situation. It considers the archival
material produced by mission administrators in the years immediately following the
Nigeria experience as they came to discern and articulate the impact that it would have on
their subsequent theory and practice. Finally, it describes the mission’s West Africa

mission activity that grew out of the encounter with Nigerian AICs.

** The Mennonite Brethren in Christ Church became the United Missionary Church in 1947 and
the Missionary Church in 1969. “Mennonite Brethren in Christ - Global Anabaptist Mennonite
Encyclopedia Online,” http://gameo.org/index.php?title=Mennonite_Brethren_in_Christ (accessed May 19,
2014).
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Since case study methodology allows for consideration of real-life situations in
which causal relationships are complex, it provides a helpful framework for missiological
research.” In its evaluative and theoretical deliberations, missiological reflection
highlights the importance of the context of mission practice. It is multi-disciplinary,
drawing on the methods and theory of the disciplines of anthropology, history, religious
studies, and theology to study missionary practice.” This dissertation makes use of
studies from diverse disciplines to identify the complex causal relationships between the
religious and social context of southeastern Nigeria during the period and the religious
and missiological decisions that Nigerian Christians and missionaries made.

The dissertation implements careful reading, analysis, and critique of primary
sources to provide an interpretation that explains why and how missionaries adjusted
their mission theory and practice and why and how Mennonite Church Nigeria resisted
that change. While taking into consideration the ideas and circumstances that shaped the
ideologies of the subjects and being attentive to the conventions of their time and place, it
develops a chronology of Mennonite missionary engagement with AICs and of
missionary reflection about that engagement. It outlines the influence that engagement
and reflection had on the new mission approach that missionaries articulated. This
dissertation also demonstrates that the factors that motivated such changes were complex,

including the subjects’ religious understandings and their socio-political context. It

2 Yin, Case Study Research, 18—19.

%% See for example the range of disciplines represented in the Index of Articles of the International
Review of Mission. Christopher A. Smith, International Review of Mission Index, 1912-1990 (Geneva:
International Review of Mission, 1993).
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compares the approaches of different missionaries as well as the various options that
missiological conventions of the epoch offered them. Finally, it identifies links among the
experiences that missionaries brought to Nigeria, mission theory and strategy, MCN’s
resistance to the missionaries’ novel approach, and the strategies that MBMC eventually
adopted. The development of a chronology of missionary/AIC interaction that identifies
causal factors, the comparisons of different approaches and options, and the linkages with
previous missionary experience and mission theory and strategy provide a meaningful
narrative that explains why and how missionaries changed their mission theory and

practice as a result of their interaction with AICs.

Sources for the Project

This study depends principally on primary sources from the Mennonite Church
USA archives in Goshen, Indiana and a few documents from the Center for the Study of
Global Christianity at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary in Hamilton,
Massachusetts and from the archives of the Paris Evangelical Missionary Society at
Défap, 102 Arago Boulevard, Paris, France. The bulk of the primary sources are the
letters and reports that missionaries and mission administrators generated as they engaged
in their missionary work, but there is also material from the AICs that invited MBMC to
the region. Secondary sources provide background information to construct the religious
history and belief systems of the Nigerian AICs as well as that of the missionaries.

In its use of secondary sources, this dissertation prioritizes studies that provide
first-hand accounts from southeastern Nigeria, especially those that focus on the

geographical areas in which the AICs that invited the mission to the region were located.
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This area corresponds with what is today Akwa Ibom State, the traditional home of the
Anang and Ibibio peoples.”” With respect to the missionaries, those sources that
illuminate the particular assumptions and approaches of those who worked with these
Nigerian AICs are more important than others. This means that the focus is on MBMC
and the North American Mennonite Church that it represented, instead of on other

Mennonite missions and other Mennonite churches.

Contents of the Dissertation

The content of this dissertation is organized into seven chapters, including the
introduction and conclusion. Chapter two constructs a religious history of the AICs in
southeastern Nigeria. It relies on the work of anthropologists, sociologists, historians,
Africanists, and missiologists who have published studies of southeastern Nigeria and, as
available, primary sources to construct a narrative of the development of religious
identity and belief systems in the region during the decades leading up to the arrival of
the missionaries. It pays particular attention to religious understandings and customs that
help explain the character and actions of the AICs that Mennonite missionaries
encountered. Chapter three constructs a religious and missiological history of the
missionaries. It relies on the work of sociologists, historians, theologians, and
missiologists who studied the development of a missionary vision among North

American Mennonites. It focuses especially on MBMC initiatives during the twentieth

*7 Some consider the Anang to be a sub-group of the Ibibio while others view them as two separate
ethnic groups. This dissertation refers to both groups together as the Ibibio and only refers to the Anang
when making a point that concerns them uniquely. In the literature the orthography varies, “Anang” and
“Annang.”
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century and pays particular attention to missiological understandings that help explain the
character and actions of the missionaries and mission administrators who interacted with
the Nigerian AICs.

Two chapters construct a history of the engagement between Nigerian AICs and
Mennonite missionaries during the period from 1958 to 1967. Chapter four uses primary
sources to construct a narrative of the engagement from July 1958 to December 1960 and
the missiological, theological, and ecclesiological discernment that resulted from it. It
highlights questions that missionaries raised that challenged accepted theory and practice.
Chapter five relies on primary sources to construct a narrative of the engagement between
the missionaries and the AICs from 1961 to 1967 and the development of a new approach
that missionaries and mission administrators forged as a result.

Chapter six analyzes MBMC’s West Africa mission engagement subsequent to
the outbreak of the Nigerian civil war in 1967. It describes the experience of the
missionaries who worked at the Abiriba hospital in the Biafran zone during the war,
outlines the mission’s contribution to the Church of the Lord Aladura seminary in Lagos,
Nigeria, and describes Mennonite missionaries’ work with AICs in Ghana, the Ivory
Coast, and the Republic of Benin. It highlights the importance of the post-colonial socio-
political context for the mission’s relationship with its African church partners and
describes the relationship between the mission and Mennonite Church Nigeria after the
Nigeria civil war.

The concluding chapter seven outlines the way missionary engagement with AICs

resulted in the development of a Believers’ Church missiology. Mission work with AICs,
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the missiological reflection that it engendered, and the recovery of an Anabaptist heritage
among North American Mennonites prompted MBMC to move beyond its appropriation
of strategy and theory from the larger Protestant missionary movement to articulate its
own Believers’ Church missiology.

Taken as a whole this dissertation reconstructs the history of interaction between
Mennonite missionaries and AICs in southeastern Nigeria from 1958 to 1967 and
explains the significance of that interaction for subsequent MBMC strategy and theory. It
provides enough historical background of both sides and sufficient analysis of the
Nigerian context and of wider missiological discussions to identify factors that explain
the outcome of the engagement. In doing so it offers new insight into the development of
Mennonite and Anabaptist missiology during the twentieth century and provides new

historical analysis of AICs in southeastern Nigeria.



CHAPTER TWO
RELIGIOUS INNOVATION AMONG
THE IBIBIO

When the Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities (MBMC) entered
southeastern Nigeria in 1958, there was already a long history of missionary engagement
and religious change in the region. MBMC arrived in response to letters of invitation
from African Independent Churches (AICs) among the Ibibio that requested a missionary
presence, religious instruction, and material assistance. Mennonite missionaries found a
highly Christianized context with much religious innovation and competition. In fact, a
decade after their arrival David Barrett acknowledged this novel religious context when
he identified the region as having “probably the densest concentration of independency in
all Africa.”' This was in contrast to the mission’s previous experience in India where
Christians composed a small minority of the population even after decades of missionary
effort. In Nigeria MBMC missionaries and mission administrators reassessed their
mission purpose and strategy because of this new situation.

This chapter provides an overview of the religious history of the AICs in
southeastern Nigeria in an attempt to explain the context of religious innovation and
competition that missionaries found in the region. First it shows the change in the size of

the Christian movement that occurred over the first six decades of the twentieth century.

" David B. Barrett, Schism and Renewal in Africa: An Analysis of Six Thousand Contemporary
Religious Movements (Nairobi: Oxford University Press, 1968), 291.
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At the beginning of the century there were only a handful of Ibibio Christians, but by the
time MBMC arrived on the scene in 1958 missionaries reported that 95% of the
population of the area where they worked was Christian. The argument of this chapter is
that this significant change is the result of the interaction of three forces: the introduction
of Christian faith by multiple Christian missions, the establishment of British colonial
rule, and the traditional religious assumptions of the Ibibio people. The introduction of
Christianity provided a new religious framework at a time when the traditional religion
was no longer meeting people’s expectations. The establishment of colonial rule exposed
the traditional religion’s inability to protect the Ibibio and opened up the interior of
Ibibioland to missionaries. Ibibio religious beliefs were eclectic enough to provide a
hearing for the new faith and primed people to expect that their religion should contribute
to their well-being, an expectation that Christian missions met by providing schools that
prepared students to succeed in the new colonial economy. The first part of this chapter
provides an overview of these the forces of missions, colonial rule, and traditional
religion and argues that together they resulted in the high participation in the churches
and schools of the new religion.

The second part of this chapter outlines an explanation for Ibibio religious
innovation that produced a large number of AICs and the competitive religious milieu in
the region. First it looks to scholarship about AIC movements in other parts of Africa to
identify factors that have encouraged the emergence of AICs and identifies those that
help to clarify the reasons for their prevalence in Ibibioland. These include competition

between Protestant missions, Christian missions’ failure to adapt their expressions of the
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faith to the idioms of African cultures, Africans’ need to find a medium of resistance to
colonial oppression, the prevalence of colonial attitudes within Christian missions, and
the inability of the missions, because of a lack of resources, to serve the large number of
Africans who wanted to affiliate with them. All of these factors were operative in
southeastern Nigeria.

In addition, the second part of this chapter appropriates the Nigerian nationalist
critique of indirect rule to show that there is an additional socio-religious reason for the
strong presence of AICs in Ibibioland. The nationalist critique was that because political
authority in southeastern Nigeria rested with local communities, the attempt of the
colonial authorities to appoint native chiefs to oversee large areas that included multiple
communities was bound to fail. The argument here is that since political and religious
authority rested in the same local structures and leaders, Christian missions’ attempt to
establish large ecclesial structures along the lines of a western, denominational model
was similarly bound to fail. Ibibio Christians’ socio-religious assumptions led them to
prefer churches in which religious authority was local and did not depend on a larger
ecclesial structure. Finally, this chapter suggests that the large number of Christian
churches and missions, the large presence of AICs, a history of religious competition, a
decrease in religious regulation, and the Ibibio desire for Christian amenities such as
schools that equipped people to succeed in the colonial economy, resulted in the
innovative and competitive religious milieu that Mennonite missionaries found in

southeastern Nigeria in 1958.



20

The Move Toward Christianity in Southeastern Nigeria

This section explains how and why the Christian movement in southeastern
Nigeria grew significantly over the first six decades of the twentieth century. It uses
missionary sources, academic studies, and census figures to outline the growth of the
movement. It identifies a number of reasons that scholars have proposed to explain the
success of the movement and offers its own description of the move towards the new
faith. This section argues that the arrival of Christian missions, the establishment of
colonial rule, and the traditional religious beliefs of the Ibibio people combined to

encourage people to affiliate with the movement.

From Slow Beginnings to Mass Movement
Early in the twentieth century Ibibio adherence, or even exposure, to Christianity
was minimal, but by mid-century large segments of the population identified with the
new religion. This subsection outlines this change. At the beginning of the century, the
Church of Scotland Mission (CSM) was present in the region around Calabar and had
opened two outposts along the Cross River to the north-- Ikotana in 1884 and Unwana in

1888.7 The Qua Iboe Mission (QIM) was well established at Ibeno along the Qua Iboe

? The roots of the Church of Scotland Mission work in Nigeria are found in the Scottish
Missionary Society that ceded the work to the United Presbyterian Church. The United Presbyterian
Church united with the Free Church of Scotland to form the United Free Church that itself united in 1929
with the Church of Scotland. The Presbyterian Church of Nigeria formally inherited the Nigeria work in
1960. To simplify matters this study will refer to this stream of work as the Church of Scotland Mission.
“National Library of Scotland, Manuscripts Division: Church of Scotland Board of World Mission,”
http://www .mundus.ac.uk/cats/14/1032.htm (accessed May 27, 2014); A. G. Somerville and E.A. Onuk,
Announcement of the Presbyterian Church of Nigeria, Public Announcement (Abakaliki, Nigeria:
Presbyterian Church of Nigeria, July 29, 1960), HM 1-696, Box 4, Folder 12, Somerville, Rev. A. G.; Edet
Akpan Udo, “The Missionary Scramble for Spheres of Influence in South-Eastern Nigeria 1900-52,” in The
History of Christianity in West Africa, ed. Ogbu U. Kalu (London: Longman, 1980), 159-81.
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River not far from the Atlantic coast and had opened stations north of there at Okat in
1894 and Etinan in 1898.° The Primitive Methodist Mission (PMM) had only just arrived
on the Ibibio side of the Cross River.* The Church Missionary Society (CMS) and the
Niger Delta Pastorate (NDP) of the Anglican tradition, and the Society of Holy Ghost
Fathers (SHGF) of the Roman Catholic tradition were well established in Iboland but not
yet in Ibibioland.’

The total number of Ibibio Christians at the beginning of the century was not
large. By 1902 the QIM had admitted “about 700" into membership, and the PMM
reported 239 church members.® The CSM reported only 295 members in 1911.7 It was a
humble start considering that the CSM had arrived in 1846 and the QIM in 1887. King
Eyo of Calabar and other African traders were the middlemen between inland villages
and foreign traders and initially sought to block the Scottish missionaries’ access to the

interior via the Cross River.® Along the Qua Iboe River, Samuel Bill and his QIM

? Richard J. Graham, “The Qua Iboe Mission: 1887-1945” (Ph.D. diss., University of Aberdeen,
1984), 105, 144.

*S. K. Okpo, A Brief History of the Methodist Church in Eastern Nigeria (Oron, Nigeria: Manson
Publishers, 1985).

’ K. Onwuka Dike, Origins of the Niger Mission 1841-1891,2nd ed. (Nigeria: Ibadan University
Press, 1962); Ikenga R. A Ozigboh, Roman Catholicism in South Eastern Nigeria, 1885-1931 (Onitsha,
Nigeria: Etukokwu Publishers, 1988).

% Robert L. M’Keown, In the Land of the Oil Rivers: The Story of the Qua Iboe Mission (London:
Marshal Brothers, 1902), 153; Okpo, A Brief History of the Methodist Church in Eastern Nigeria, 28.

7 John B Grimley and Gordon E Robinson, Church Growth in Central and Southern Nigeria
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1966), 342.

¥ Hope Masterton Waddell, Twenty-Nine Years in the West Indies and Central Africa: A Review of
Missionary Work and Adventure, 1829-1858 (London: T. Nelson and Sons, 1863),418-419, 456; Hugh
Goldie, Memoir of King Eyo VII of Old Calabar: A Christian King of Africa (Old Calabar: United
Presbyterian Mission Press, 1894), 37-38.
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colleagues succeeded at Ibeno but were frustrated in their desire to move north into the
heart of Ibibioland.” Archie Bailie opened their second station at Okat in 1894. The
people there seemed indifferent to Bailie’s preaching. The audience was largely limited
to his house servants and the sick who attended his medical dispensary. Bailie’s materials
were pilfered, he clashed with the local chief over the practice of killing twins, and the
coffee plantation he established came to nothing."’

If the extension of the Christian faith was unimpressive in southeastern Nigeria
during the early years of mission activity, the first half of the twentieth century saw a
dramatic change with large numbers of people opting for the new faith. In December
1913 the QIM reported five thousand applicants for baptism, and from 1937 to 1939 there
were so many seeking to join the church that missionaries could not cope with the
situation.'" Among the Ibo people too, who resided north and west of the Ibibio, the first
fifty years of mission activity produced only about one thousand baptized converts, but
by 1921 the Nigerian census claimed that 284,835 were Christians, about seven percent
of the total Ibo population.'? Scholars have even described the subsequent twentieth

century influx of Ibo into the faith as a mass movement."

® Graham, “The Qua Iboe Mission: 1887-1945,” 105-109.
1 Tbid., 105-109, 126, 145.
"' 1bid., 285, 495.

2 Richard Burgess, Nigeria’s Christian Revolution: The Civil War Revival and Its Pentecostal
Progeny (1967-2006) (Carlisle, England: Paternoster, 2008), 50.

" Felix K Ekechi, Missionary Enterprise and Rivalry in Igboland, 1857-1914, (London: Cass,
1972), 146-147, Caroline Ifeka-Moller, “White Power: Social-Structural Factors in Conversion to
Christianity, Eastern Nigeria, 1921-1966,” Canadian Journal of African Studies 8, no. 1 (1974): 61;
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The changes in the Christian percentage of the population in the province of
Calabar are instructive. The 1921 Nigerian census estimated that of the total population
of 979,189 ,which included all of Ibibioland and part of Iboland, there were 165,202
Christians, 17% of the population.”* By 1953 the census of the Eastern Region of Nigeria
put the population of the province at 1,540,091 and the number of Christians at
1,186,653, 77% of the population.15 In 1953 the two costal divisions of Ibibioland, Opobo
and Eket, were respectively 84.2% and 90.8% Christian while the Uyo division in the
heart of Ibibioland was 91.3% Christian. The two divisions where Christianization was
the lowest were Abak and Ikot Ekpene in western Ibibioland with 59.3% and 63.7%
respectively.'®

Some have contested the accuracy of the Nigeria census data. In 1921 the
population count in the provinces was in many cases an estimate as was the data collected
about religious affiliation."” Whether providing hard data or estimates, the numbers

reflect a significant religious change towards Christianity during the first half of the

Christopher Steed and Bengt Sundkler, History of the Church in Africa (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2000), 252-253.

" Percy Amaury Talbot, The Peoples of Southern Nigeria: A Sketch of Their History, Ethnology
and Languages, with an Abstract of the 1921 Census, vol. 4 (London: F. Cass, 1969), 104.

"% Nigeria, Department of Statistics, Population Census of the Eastern Region of Nigeria, 1953.
(Lagos: Census Superintendent, 1955), 42.

% Tbid.
'7'S. A. Aluko, “How Many Nigerians?: An Analysis of Nigeria’s Census Problems, 1901-1963,”

The Journal of Modern African Studies 3,n0. 3 (1965): 371-92; Dmitri van den Bersselaar, “Establishing
the Facts: P. A. Talbot and the 1921 Census of Nigeria,” History in Africa 31 (2004): 69-102.
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twentieth century and corresponds with the description of the highly Christianized
context that Mennonite missionaries found when they arrived in the late 1950s.
Explanations for the Movement to Christianity in
Southeastern Nigeria

An exploration of the causes of this massive change of religious affiliation is
necessary to understand the religious context that the missionaries engaged. This
subsection outlines four proposals that scholars have advanced to explain the movement
to Christianity in southeastern Nigeria. Since there are not studies that that focus
exclusively on the Ibibio, these proposals include neighboring peoples in their analysis.
They provide an intellectual context for the argument that his section makes about the
growth of the Christian movement in the region.

The first proposal comes from Robin Horton, who took the Kalabari people of the
Niger Delta as his case study.'"® The Kalabari resided about one hundred kilometers west
of Ibibioland, so his proposition did not address the specific situation of the Ibibio. As a
study of religious conversion among a neighboring people in southeastern Nigeria,
however, it does provide a point of reference with which to compare the Ibibio case.

Horton proposed an “intellectualist theory of conversion.”'"” He argued that
Africans who were confronted with social changes that resulted from modernity chose to

readjust their cosmological understandings. International commerce, the rise of nation

' Robin Horton, “African Conversion,” Africa : Journal of the International African Institute
Africa / International African Institute 41, no. 2 (April 1971): 85-108.

" Ibid.
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states, and communication with the wider world caused them to regard local or lesser
spirits as increasingly irrelevant. The supreme being, on the other hand, took on greater
importance as they engaged the world beyond their local setting. Horton theorized that it
was the world religions such as Christianity and Islam that provided a framework for
Africans to adjust allegiances in this way. The move towards a world religion in which
the supreme being was actively engaged corresponded with their experience of new
interactions in a world beyond the microcosm of the traditional village life. The religious
shift was the result of Africans theologizing about the changes they experienced in the
modernizing, colonial world of twentieth century southern Nigeria. In that sense his
theory prioritizes African agency.

For Caroline Ifeka-Moller, attention to changes in the social context is a more
accurate way to account for the change in religious affiliation than is theorizing about
intellectual structures.” Ifeka-Moller compared changes in religious affiliation in an area
that included villages and towns in parts of both Iboland and Ibibioland. She found that
people experienced the significant social changes of twentieth century southeastern
Nigeria differently. Some, such as those in Onitsha division of Iboland, had early
exposure to European traders and missionaries and were able to adjust to social changes
over a span of decades that started before direct colonial control. They adapted by
integrating themselves into the new trading relationships, by appropriating opportunities
of western education to find employment in the colonial structures, and by participating

in political initiatives. The villages in the heart of Ibibioland, however, had a different

2 Ifeka-Moller, “White Power: Social-Structural Factors in Conversion to Christianity, Eastern
Nigeria, 1921-1966.”
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experience. Their engagement with western people and western ways happened
brusquely during the first decades of the twentieth century when the colonial powers met
any show of resistance with brutal and deadly force. In these areas resistance to colonial
rule lasted longer and the population lagged behind in its appropriation of western
education for the benefits of employment and participation in political movements. Ifeka-
Moller characterizes these Ibibio villages as having been excluded from secular power, as
having experienced radical internal change in the traditional order, and as having faced
communal deprivation. In these latter communities there was significant change in
religious affiliation towards Christianity, while in the Ibo communities the growth of
churches was sluggish. The 1953 Census showed that the Onitsha division had a low rate
of adhesion to Christianity, 36.2%. The divisions in the heart of Ibibioland, on the other
hand, showed a significantly higher rate, ranging from a low of 59.3% to a high of
91.3%. Ifeka-Moller proposed that is was the social factors brought on by the
establishment of colonial control that explain religious change in Ibibioland.

The third proposal acknowledges both the social factors imposed by colonialism
as well as the agency of Africans who made the decision to change religious allegiance.
In his history of Presbyterianism in southeastern Nigeria, which included both Ibibios in
the Cross River area and Ibos just north of Ibibioland, Geoffrey Johnson highlighted the
tendency of both peoples to understand life in an integrated way; they did not appear to

separate the secular from the sacred.”’ Hence secular happenings, such as the

! Geoffrey Johnston, Of God and Maxim Guns: Presbyterianism in Nigeria, 1846-1966
(Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1988), 57-63.
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establishment of colonial rule via punitive military raids into Ibibioland and eastern
Iboland, had theological importance. The social crisis that followed the destruction and
upheaval of the raids seemed to indicate that the traditional religion no longer provided
what was necessary to live a rich and full life. Since the conquering British seemed to
have mastered the challenge of how to live successfully in a dangerous and capricious
world, people looked to the British religion and its schools for a new way to understand
and engage the world. During its first half-century in Nigeria, the Presbyterian CSM had
only marginal success, and that was limited to the coastal region of Calabar. The growth
in membership and in the number of congregations would become significant only after
the military raids into Ibibioland and eastern Iboland and the solidification of British
colonial rule.

Richard Graham’s study provides the fourth analysis of conversion and focuses
specifically on Ibibioland. His PhD dissertation outlined the experience of the QIM from
1887 to 1945 and found a dynamic similar to what Johnson described. The mission’s
early success was limited to the coastal Ibeno area.”” After the military raids Graham
describes the Ibibio as becoming increasingly agnostic with respect to their traditional
religion; villages in the interior came into the church as they sought ways to enhance their
well-being in the new order of things. Scholars who have studied the rapid movement to

Christianity in neighboring Iboland during the same period describe similar dynamics.”

22 Graham, “The Qua Iboe Mission: 1887-1945.” 20, 54, 78-79, 184.

» E. A. Ayandele, The Missionary Impact on Modern Nigeria 1842-1914: A Political and Social
Analysis (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1966), 157-158; Burgess, Nigeria’s Christian Revolution,
50; Ekechi, Missionary Enterprise and Rivalry in Igboland, 1857-1914, 146—149; Elizabeth Isichei, “Seven
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These proposals focus alternatively on African agency in theological reflection,
social disruption caused by the advent of colonial rule, and a combination of both to
explain religious conversion in southeastern Nigeria. The argument in the next subsection
has more in common with the proposals of Johnson and Graham than with the other two.
It is different, however, in that it provides a deeper explanation of the three forces of
Christian missions, the advent of British colonial rule, and Ibibio traditional religion and
how they interacted to encourage conversion to Christianity in Ibibioland.

A Narrative of the Movement Toward Christianity among
the Ibibio

When Mennonite missionaries arrived in 1958, they found Ibibioland to be full of
Christians and their churches. This was quite a contrast to the situation six decades earlier
when missionary activity was limited to the coastal regions, and there were a mere
handful of Ibibio Christians. This subsection will outline a narrative of Ibibio conversion
that attempts to explain how such a change took place. It provides an account of the
arrival of Christian missions to the region, of the British colonial appropriation of
Ibibioland, of the religious understandings that were prevalent among the Ibibio, and of
the way these factors combined to encourage people to affiliate with the new religion.
Starting in the mid nineteenth century, Christian missions arrived in southeastern Nigeria.
They provided both a new religious option and educational opportunities in their schools.
The establishment of British colonial control over the inland regions of Ibibioland during

the first two decades of the twentieth century resulted in social upheaval and raised

Varieties of Ambiguity: Some Patterns of Igbo Response to Christian Missions,” Journal of Religion in
Africa 3,no0. 3 (1970): 209, 212-213; Steed and Sundkler, History of the Church in Africa,252-253.
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questions for some about the efficacy of their traditional religions and institutions. Over
time it became clear that the colonial government was there to stay. Those who
associated with the new religion and gained schooling in mission schools were better
prepared to participate in the new colonial economy than those who did not. As a result
people became convinced of the efficacy of the new religion and joined mission schools
and churches. By the 1950s it had become clear that there had been a mass movement to

Christianity.

Christian Missions

The arrival of Christian missions to southeastern Nigeria starting in the mid
nineteenth century provided the Ibibio with new religious options and the possibility of
schooling that would be useful during the colonial period. This subsection describes
foreign mission initiatives in the region starting with Portuguese contacts around the
beginning of the sixteenth century until the arrival of Mennonite missionaries in 1958. It
focuses primarily on the missions that arrived during the last half of the nineteenth

century.

Early Mission Initiatives

From the late fifteenth century European traders and missionaries visited what is
today the Nigerian coast and sought to convince the African peoples with whom they
interacted to follow the Christian faith. The Portuguese made contact with the kingdom of

Benin, some 350 kilometers southwest of where Mennonite missionaries would later



30

work, in 1485.> Under the Padroado agreement their envoys represented diplomatic,
commercial, and religious concerns simultaneously. In 1514 the Oba, ruler of Benin, sent
envoys to Portugal asking for missionaries, although his motives were likely more
political than religious since he also requested arms.” The Portuguese were careful to
prohibit the sale of arms to non-Christian rulers and responded to the Oba’s request by
sending missionaries and explaining that arms would be forthcoming only after the Oba
had truly proven his adherence to the Christian faith. The Oba did not convert. Aside
from the conversion of a few individuals, missionary efforts were not successful and the
Portuguese did not provided arms. The Portuguese implemented another missionary
attempt in the 1530s that proved no more successful. The Sacred Congregation of
Propaganda Fide sent Capuchin missionaries to Benin a number of times during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries without success.

In the Kingdom of Warri, some 100 kilometers south of Benin, mission initiatives
were somewhat more successful. A company of Augustinian monks founded a Christian
settlement there sometime during the third quarter of the sixteenth century. The Olu,
ruler of Warri, consented to the baptism of his son, christened Sebastian, who continued

in the newfound Christian faith even after becoming Olu himself. There was a missionary

* A.F.C. Ryder, “The Benin Missions,” Journal of the Historical Society of Nigeria 2, no. 2
(1961): 231-59.

¥ Ibid.; J. F. Ade Ajayi, Christian Missions in Nigeria 1841-1891, The Making of a New Elite
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1969), 2-5; Adrian Hastings, The Church in Africa, 1450-1950
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 77-78.

* A.F.C. Ryder, “Missionary Activity in the Kingdom of Warri to the Early Nineteenth
Century,” Journal of the Historical Society of Nigeria 2,no. 1 (1960): 1-26; Hastings, The Church in
Africa, 1450-1950, 119-120; Ajayi, Christian Missions in Nigeria 1841-1891, The Making of a New Elite,
2-7.
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priest in residence in Warri until the early seventeenth century when volunteers dried up
because of the difficult life there. Sebastian, despite his advanced age, took on the task of
instructing the people in Christian doctrines and organizing religious processions.
European visitors reported that a minority of the population continued to participate in
Christian observances. In the mid seventeenth century the Sacred Congregation revived
mission visits in Warri, but they were few because of the scarcity of missionaries,
unreliable transportation, and health problems aggravated by the inhospitable climate.
Reports from missionary visits over the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were mixed,
sometimes lamenting persistent idolatry and other times reporting that the people were
zealous in their Christian faith. This is in contrast to the markedly unsuccessful initiatives

further north in the Kingdom of Benin.

The Church of Scotland Mission

Of the numerous western missions that were active in southeastern Nigeria during
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the Church of Scotland Mission (CSM) was the
first to establish a permanent presence in the region. In 1846 CSM missionaries arrived at
Calabar, about 50 kilometers southeast of where Mennonite missionaries would later
work.” This initiative grew out of excitement in the mission’s Jamaican churches about
the proposals of Thomas Fowell Buxton.”® Buxton suggested that legitimate commerce

with Africa could replace the slave trade, that Christian nations had a responsibility to

" Hope Masterton Waddell, Twenty-Nine Years in the West Indies and Central Africa: A Review
of Missionary Work and Adventure, 1829-1858,241; Johnston, Of God and Maxim Guns, 3.

* Waddell, Twenty-Nine Years in the West Indies and Central Africa, 206-208.
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help such a change to happen, and that freed African slaves in the British West Indian
Colonies could carry out such a vision.” Newly freed slaves in the Jamaican churches
resolved to send their own missionaries to introduce the gospel in the land from which
their ancestors had come.

The Jamaican churches’ proposal fell on fertile ground in the Calabar region. Two
local kings, Eyamba V. and Eyo Honesty, responded by letter, asking for assistance. ™
Since British forces were imposing a blockade against the slave trade, the kings were
looking for new trading opportunities. They also asked for teachers who could teach
reading and writing as well as instruct them in the ways of the white man’s God. The
Jamaican churches acted immediately with the formation of a new missionary society and
appointed Hope Masterton Waddell, Scottish missionary to Jamaica, to lead this new
initiative that would include both Scottish and Jamaican personnel.’’

Waddell and his companions arrived at the mouth of the Cross River in 1846, and
the mission would work there for the next half-century. Along with their regular Sunday
services at Eyo Honesty’s palace, they established a school and started translating
portions of scripture into the local Efik language.” Their work during the second half of
the nineteenth century was largely confined to the Calabar region. King Eyo and his

African counterparts were careful to limit the range of missionaries and traders as their

» Thomas Fowell Buxton, The African Slave Trade and Its Remedy, 2nd ed. (London: John
Murray, 1840), 491-522.

30 Waddell, Twenty-Nine Years in the West Indies and Central Africa,208-211, 663—666.
3 Tbid., 209-212.

2 Ibid., 241-267, 336-358.
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livelihood depended on being the exclusive middlemen between the products of the
African interior and the European trading vessels.” In addition, there is no indication that
the missionaries received invitations from the interior as they had from the chiefs along
the coast. During the first twelve years they established five stations.* By the end of the
century the mission had been able to consolidate its work around Calabar but was not
able to progress into the interior, neither west into Ibibioland nor to the northern reaches
of the river.”

With the coming of direct British colonial control of Nigeria in the last years of
the nineteenth century, the situation started to change as British officials sought to open
up the interior to British traders. The CSM was quick to respond, opening a station
upriver at Itu from where penetration west into northern Ibibioland and northeastern
Iboland was possible.”® The mission’s indomitable Mary Slessor was a pioneer in this
region and her tireless zeal to push the boundaries of the mission west from the Cross

River did much to open the region for mission stations and the schools and medical

3 Ibid., 407-457; Johnson, Of God and Maxim Guns, 18-19.
3 Johnson, Of God and Maxim Guns, 20.

% Johnston, Of God and Maxim Guns, 1-28; E. U. Aye, “The Foundations of Presbyterianism
Among the Calabar Clans: Qua, Efic, Efut,” in A Century and Half of Presbyterian Witness in Nigeria:
1846-1996, ed. Ogbu U. Kalu (Lagos, Nigeria: Ida-Ivory Press, 1996), 1-27.
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Ida-Ivory Press, 1996), 28—-49; Ogbu U. Kalu, “The River Highway: Christianizing the Igbo,” in A Century
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institutions that were inevitably attached to them.”” This is part of the area where
Mennonite missionaries would work during the period from 1958 to 1967.

The CSM became an important partner of the Mennonite missionaries who
worked in southeastern Nigeria. When Edwin and Irene Weaver, the first resident MBMC
missionaries, were facing the prospect of leaving because the government refused them
permission to establish a Mennonite mission, the CSM included them in its own
missionary quota, facilitating the acquisition of long-term visas.” While other missions
advised the Weavers to leave the region, the CSM suggested that they might play a
mediating role in the conflictual relationship between the mission churches and the
AICs.”” The CSM’s Presbyterian Church of Nigeria seconded one of its Nigerian pastors
to Edwin Weaver’s Inter-Church Team that researched and worked with AICs in the
region. In return for the CSM’s assistance with its visa difficulties, MBMC took over the
management and staffing of the Presbyterian hospital at Abiriba and provided teachers
for short-staffed Presbyterian schools. In addition, the Weavers moved into the CSM

mission house at Ikot Inyang, just five miles from Mary Slessor’s last mission station,

37 Carol Christian and Gladys Plummer, God and One Redhead: Mary Slessor of Calabar
(London: Hodder and Stoughron, 1970), 121-141.
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where Edwin gave some of his time to preaching and teaching in that district of the
Presbyterian Church.*
The Church Missionary Society and the Niger Delta
Pastorate Church

The second western mission to arrive on the scene during the nineteenth century
was the Church Missionary Society (CMS) of the Anglican Church. The CMS used the
Niger River that passed about 150 kilometers west of where Mennonite missionaries
would work as a highway into the interior.*' Similar to the Church of Scotland Mission,
the Anglicans caught the spirit of Buxton’s proposals and used teams of British
missionaries and freed African slaves from the British colony of Sierra Leone to
evangelize the Nigerian coastal regions. In 1857 the Anglicans sent Samuel Ajayi
Crowther, a liberated Yoruba slave from Sierra Leone who had been working as a
missionary among his own people west of the Niger, to establish mission stations along
the river.** Crowther appointed J. C. Taylor to the Onitsha station, the eventual
headquarters of the Niger Mission, in Ibo country. Taylor was an Ibo ex-slave and
convert from Sierra Leone. He immediately threw himself into the missionary tasks of

preaching, visiting, and starting the construction of mission buildings. One of his most

“ Ibid., 38.
*! Dike, Origins of the Niger Mission 1841-1891, 1-15.

> Lamin Sanneh, “The CMS and the African Transformation: Samuel Ajayi Crowther and the
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important tasks was to open a school, which he did with twelve students within a week of
his arrival.”

A significant part of the story of the Niger Mission is the CMS goal of making it
indigenous. Henry Venn, CMS Secretary from 1841 to 1873, developed a concept of the
indigenous church in which the missionary goal was to establish a church that was self-
propagating, self-financing, and self-governing.** This would free up missionaries and
other mission resources to enter new fields that were not yet evangelized. Venn secured
Crowther’s appointment as bishop of a large swath of the West African field, putting him
in charge of the Niger Mission staffed by African missionaries from Sierra Leone.*
During the 1880s the CMS received reports that progress was less than expected and that
members of Crowther’s team were engaging in questionable activity. The CMS sent a
number of young, European missionaries who, over time, put leadership back into
European hands and dismissed Crowther’s Sierra Leonean missionaries from their
positions. Crowther died soon afterwards. Other African leaders were indignant at the
imposition of European control, and congregations in the Niger Delta declared their
autonomy from the CMS, forming the Niger Delta Pastorate Church (NDP) under the

leadership of Crowther’s son D. C. Crowther.*®

* Dike, Origins of the Niger Mission 1841-1891,13.
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The NDP eventually came back into the Anglican fold but retained its African
leadership and much of its autonomy so that there were two Anglican missions. When
Mennonite missionaries arrived in southeastern Nigeria in 1958, both the CMS and NDP
had an active missionary presence west and southwest of where MBMC missionaries
worked. The CMS collaborated with the Mennonite missionaries’ inter-church initiatives
and seconded one of its Nigerian pastors to Edwin Weaver’s Inter-Church Team that

researched and worked with AICs in the region.”’

The Society of Holy Ghost Fathers

Roman Catholic missionaries were also active in southeastern Nigeria starting in
the ninth decade of the nineteenth century. The Society of African Mission entered the
region in 1884, but it was the Society of Holy Ghost Fathers (SHGF) that arrived the next
year and was active in the area where Mennonite missionaries would work.* The SHGF
began its work in Onitsha and expanded east into Iboland and eventually to northern
Ibibioland.* Later it established a center in Calabar and moved west into southern
Ibibioland from there. The SHGF sought to win converts by liberating slaves through

purchase, establishing orphanages and Christian villages, winning over the elite class, and

‘TW.E. McBay to Edwin Weaver, January 31, 1965 and G. E. I. Cockin to Edwin Weaver,
February 12, 1965, HM 1-696, Box 2, Folder 23, Inter-Church Study Comm., Corresp.; Irene Weaver to
Esther Graber, February 9, 1965, 1V-18-13-02, Box 10, Nigeria 1960-65 Confidential.
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by providing schools.” During the twentieth century schools would become its primary
means of evangelization in the fierce competition with Protestant missions. The urgency
with which the CSM invited Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities (MBMC) to
undertake the management of the Abiriba hospital was motived by the fear that the SHGF
would actualize plans to build a hospital nearby and win the area for the Catholics.”!
Early in their work in southeastern Nigeria, Mennonite missionaries sympathized with the
Protestant side in the intense Protestant/Catholic rivalry.”> Towards the end of their stay
they warmed to the idea of collaboration with the SHGF, and some of the Catholic
missionaries participated in the MBMC’s Inter-Church Study Group.” One of the five
AICs that collaborated with Mennonite missionaries in the establishment of the United

Independent Churches Fellowship and its Bible school for AICs was of SHGF origin.>*

The Primitive Methodist Mission
The Primitive Methodist Mission (PMM) arrived to the region after having

established a foothold on the island of Fernado Po off the Nigerian mainland. The first
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PMM missionaries arrived to the island on February 21, 1870 in response to an invitation
from native Christians whom Baptist missionaries had converted.” In 1893 the
missionaries started work on the mainland in an area that would become part of present-
day Cameroon. Six years later they established a mission at Jamestown on the Nigerian
side, just west of the CSM at Calabar, at the invitation of King James Egbo Bassy. King
Bassy had heard of their work at Fernando Po, had started a school for his own people,
and desired missionary assistance. From Jamestown and from a second mission station at
Esuk Oron, the missionaries advanced inland, reaching Ikot Ekpene on the northern
border of Ibibioland in 1909.°° Unlike the CMS, the CSM, and the Qua Iboe Mission, the
Primitive Methodists had to use land routes to expand into the interior, as there was no
river in its territory. Poor funding and a shortage of missionaries also plagued its efforts.”’
When work began on the Port Harcourt — Enugu Railway in 1913, the missionaries
established a series of stations along the new corridor and its arterial roads, thus
providing nuclei for new circuits and missionary outreach.

Despite poor funding, shortages of missionaries, and a lack of waterways for
transportation, Methodist churches were well established in southeastern Nigeria by the
time Mennonite missionaries arrived in 1958. Methodist leaders were at first cautious

about collaborating with the Mennonite initiative to engage the AICs, fearful of the
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influence that AIC practices might have on their church members.”® They eventually
warmed to the idea and offered to admit AIC leaders into the Methodist Church Lay
Training Center, collaborated with the Inter-Church Study Group, and even solicited
MBMC workers for their schools, clinics, and agricultural work. * MBMC, by then
providing numerous personnel for CSM and Qua Iboe Mission institutions, did not have

sufficient resources to respond positively to the request.

The Qua Iboe Mission

Mission comity agreements had assigned most of Ibibioland to the Qua Iboe
Mission (QIM). It occupied the territory bordered on the east by the PMM and CSM, on
the southwest by the PMM, and on the west by the NDP and CMS.” This is the region
where Mennonite missionaries would be most active between 1958 and 1967. QIM work
started in 1887 at the mouth of the Qua Iboe River when Samuel Alexander Bill, an Irish
evangelical from Belfast, responded to local chiefs’ request for a missionary.”’ The chiefs

had been in contact with the CSM in Calabar and there were Sierra Leonean Christians
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who lived and traded in the area. Having observed the mediating role that missionaries
could play in disputes with European traders and with the hope that a European presence
would deter threats from Opobo traders who sought to monopolize trade in the region, the
chiefs sent a letter to Calabar requesting a resident missionary. The letter found its way to
the Harley Missionary Training College in London where Bill was a student, and he
responded positively to the chiefs’ request.

The QIM moved north from the coastal region into the interior of Ibibioland. It
used the Qua Iboe River as its highway and complemented its Gospel message with the
schools and dispensaries that were an integral part of missionary work of the epoch.” Bill
and his colleagues established a mission station at Okat in 1894 and another at Etinan in
1898. British punitive military campaigns around the turn of the century caused African
leaders to become increasingly convinced of the futility of resisting the imperial advance.
They also became convinced, however, of the utility of missionaries who could play a
mediating role between villages and colonial forces.” This facilitated mission penetration
into the Eket and Ubium areas and the continued advance north to the Abak, Aka, and
Itam areas within the first decade of the 20" century. After that it was a matter of
consolidating the advance with the multiplication of outstations. From the beginning the

QIM missionaries provided schools and dispensaries at their stations. They understood
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that Ibibio village leaders often considered such assistance more important than the
Gospel message they offered.**

The QIM resisted MBMC work in Ibibioland since comity agreements had
designated the area to be its territory. Among the group of AICs that had invited MBMC
to the region there were former QIM churches. Qua Iboe missionaries argued that AIC
leaders often chose to establish their own churches simply to escape disciplinary
measures or to provide baptism for those who preferred an easier, undisciplined, and
substandard Christianity.”” They advised MBMC to leave the area without responding to
AIC requests. Although the QIM maintained its position that MBMC was unwisely and
unfairly encroaching on its territory, with time the relationship between the two missions
improved. MBMC provided missionary teachers for Qua Iboe schools and gave
scholarships for some AIC leaders to attend the QIM theological training center.*
Eventually some of the Qua Iboe African leaders participated in the Inter-Church Study

Group that MBMC initiated.”’
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The Second Wave of Missions

By mid-century the CSM, CMS, NDP, PMM, QIM, and SHGF were not the only
missions active in the region. A number of additional missions formed a second wave
that did not respect the comity agreements that the Protestant missions had established.
By 1928 the Salvation Army, the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Mission, and the
United Native African Church had