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Introduction 

The chapter1 is critical of theological education south of the Sahara2 for its inability to 

decolonise in line with the needs and expectations of society in a postcolonial milieu, despite 

indigenous leadership (religious, political, and civil) being at the help since end of historical 

colonialism almost six decades go. As decolonisation voices in the academy have gained 

traction, important questions should be raised not only if theological education should 

(continue to) challenge coloniality in its different guises but importantly, how far decolonial 

changes should go if the discipline is to be aligned with contemporary realities and freedoms 

promised in the new African postcolonial settlement. In interrogating the need to decolonise 

theological education south of the Sahara through an anticolonial lens, the following inter-

related questions are helpful:  

 

1. Despite some responses to globalisation and Africanisation, why is theological 

education south of the Sahara remains still in a ‘colonised’ formulation? How can an 

anticolonial approach empower practitioners to challenge the status quo?  

2. Why, for example, is the conceptualisation ‘African Christianity’ unhelpful and 

therefore an impediment to the decolonisation of ‘Christian’ theological education 

south of the Sahara?  

3. In what ways can an anticolonial framework facilitate the disruption of vestiges of 

coloniality in theological education in south of the Saharan? 

4. What decolonial strategies ‘cooked in an anticolonial pot’ can be suggested for a 

paradigm shift in theological education south of the Sahara?  

 

As conceptualised in texts and curriculum outcomes and actualised in practice (e.g.  teaching 

and learning), theological education south of the Sahara remains to a greater extent a 

manifestation of the missionary/colonial project, existing in a socio-religious context where 

normative religions (e.g., Christianity) still reign supreme at the expense of the minoritised 

religious ‘other’ and other contentious narratives. Despite claims of political and religious 

agency in social space (e.g., through the emergence of indigenous leadership and instruments 

of authority), and indeed veneer of paradigm shift in in including ‘new theologies3, there 

                                                           
1 This chapter is a reworked version of a plenary paper I presented at the Malawi National Theological Conference, 

on the theme “Decolonising Theological Education in an Age of Online Learning”, Livingstonia University, 14-

16 September 2021. I would like to thank colleagues who commented on the paper. However, errors and omissions 

are wholly mine.  
2 I prefer using the decolonised nomenclature ‘South of the Sahara’ in reference to what historically we come to 

know by its colonial name as ‘sub-Saharan Africa’.  I would like to thank Thandi Soko-de Jong for pointing out 

the irony of using the term ‘sub-Saharan Africa’ in a paper challenging coloniality in this part of the world. 
3 See Yonah Hisbon Matemba "Perspectives on theological education in Malawi," Arts: and Humanities in Higher 

Education, vol. 10, no. 3, 2011. 

mailto:Yonah.matemba@uws.ac.uk
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remains vestiges of coloniality in theological education south of the Sahara. I argue that 

theological education in postcolonial Africa has been unable to disentangle itself from the 

shackles of coloniality due to the reluctance or in ability of those offering theological education 

to undertake radical decolonial reforms in the discipline, partly because many are themselves 

perhaps “caged [in] a neo/colonial mindset”.4  

Any discussion related to decolonisation should compel us to recognise our “structural 

location within the discipline” and issues one is debating.5 Reflecting on my biography I am 

writing as a Black African male theological educator who has lived the experience of 

neocoloniality in the academy, and therefore my attempt to challenge it. I also recognise that 

as an African male, what and how I write is inadvertently influenced by a patriarchal cultural 

which favours my gender and to which my female counterparts may have been victims of such 

a culture. Therefore, in debating theological education as a male theologian, patriarchy as it 

exists culturally and in religion must be critically acknowledged and challenged as part of the 

decolonisation process. 

 

Understanding and ‘doing’ theology in the Information Age   

The Information Age is characterised by rapid technological advancement in knowledge 

production, including rapid information capture and dissemination through the internet and the 

world-wide web.  These developments have facilitated online learning which has been useful 

particularly when traditional (face to face on campus) forms of educational engagement were 

suddenly disrupted by the Covid-19 pandemic at the beginning of 2020. During this health 

crisis and the subsequent lockdowns imposed on whole communities online teaching has forced 

“faculties to move from a previously more instructivist pedagogy in face-to-face teaching to a 

current more socio-constructivist pedagogy in the online environment”.6   

In doing theology in the academy a critical question comes to mind regarding how 

online learning in an Information Age helps (or not) to recontextualise theological education 

and the extent to which decolonial approaches have been central to that process. Putting this 

point differently is the issue of how doing theological education in the Information Age can 

facilitate decolonial understandings of theological education as a discipline that is also 

concerned with the study of religion. In attempting to decolonise the study of religion, Malory 

Nye observes how such a process “… should require a methodological awareness of the 

historical and academic legacies of colonialism within the discipline, in terms of the ways in 

which it is taught and researched, along with key assumptions about the subject matter …”7 

However, how can such the process of decolonisation even begins if access to online 

learning is hampered by technological inadequacies particularly in developing countries? 

Evidently, the sudden diversion to online learning has laid bare technological unpreparedness 

and assumptions regarding students’ access to online learning, for example. The brute reality 

is that in developing regions like south of the Sahara, access to online learning has been 

hampered by several predictable factors. The lack of internet connection and even if that is 

somewhat available, the lack of high-speed Internet connectivity necessary to study 

successfully online in higher education. Low-income status for most students has made it 

difficult for them to purchase appropriate gadgets and buy the expensive internet bundle (data), 

                                                           
4 Jabulani Nyoni, (2019) “Decolonising the Higher Education Curriculum: An Analysis of African Intellectual 

Readiness to Break the Chains of a Colonial Caged Mentality,” Transformation in Higher Education, vol. 4, no. 

a69, 2019, p. 4: doi: 10.4102/the.v4i0.69 (accessed 2 June 2021). 
5 See Malory Nye, “Decolonizing the Study of Religion,” Open Library of Humanities, vol. 5, no. 1, 2019, np: 

doi:10.16995/olh.421 (accessed 10 August 2021). 
6 Johannes Knoetze “Decolonising or Africanisation of the theological curriculum: A critical reflection,” 

Scriptura, vol. 120, no. 1, 2021, p. 5.  
7 Nye, “Decolonizing the Study of Religion,” np. 
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including purchasing expansive anti-virus protection for their gadgets. Then there is the issue 

of intermittent electricity and in most cases, students living in homes that have no electricity 

or any modern amenities that can support online learning. In addition, there has been lack of 

access to reputable online study materials such as published papers and books that require hefty 

payment to access online. We cannot rule out teachers’ rudimentary understanding of effective 

pedagogies in delivering teaching online as one of the major challenges that have can be 

identified.  

These limitations notwithstanding, the diversion to online learning should challenge 

traditional pedagogies (how we teach) and dependence on old ‘boring’ books with their 

unchallenged knowledge, including reliance on rehashed perspectives. Rather, doing theology 

in the Information Age should inspire new and different ways of knowing (based on different 

theological and religious viewpoints and interpretations) and doing theology in the academy. 

We live at a time in human history when society is experiencing critical transformation in 

knowledge-production and dissemination through technology regarding the speed at which 

information is transmitted. Evidently, the transformations and availability of different types of 

knowledge available impact not only how society engages religion but also how the academy 

does theology. The Information Age forces theology to express itself in different ways, 

including how it has (or not) benefitted from advances in knowledge-production and 

dissemination, and the extent to which it has been subjected to critical reflection in the 

academy. This also brings to question aspects of theological knowledge that can (or should) be 

challenged and indeed those to be ‘decolonised’ in the dynamic between theology as 

“theoretically expressed … [and] … practically lived…”8  

Doing theology in the Information Age should provide critical understandings not only 

on how believers ‘live’ (or expected to live) their theology but also how theology in the 

academy can be opened (decolonised) to include other ways of knowing in its diversity and 

complexity in doing theological education. As knowledge has become more available in the 

Information Age (of course to those who can access it), different perspectives that can 

challenge aspects of theological knowledge and interpretations. It is worth noting that 

subjecting theology to critical reflection in the Information Age can antagonise others and 

invoke fierce response in societies (like south of the Sahara) where a normative religion like 

Christianity or Islam remains a lived and welcome experience for many people. 

South of the Sahara theological education has somewhat responded to pressures of 

globalisation by including issues of gender, environment, ecumenism, religious pluralism, 

human rights, and other relevant discourses in its theological curriculum. To some extent 

theological education has responded to African interpretations and expressions of theology 

towards mission.9 This has involved the inclusion of African indigenous religions and their 

theologies not merely for vilification and ‘othering’, but as areas of serious academic 

engagement. Also given attention for study are African Independent (Instituted) Churches as 

an example of how some Africans have indigenised the church in Africa “… to make it relevant 

to the Africans in all aspects of their lives …”10, but as I have argued below, this not being an 

example of reverse colonialism in attempting to make Christianity ‘African’, which it is not. 

Despite this, questions remain as the extent to with theological education has responded to and 

engaged with (or not) uncomfortable conversations about race, slavery, sexual orientation, 

                                                           
8 K. J. N. Mugambi, African Christian Theology: An Introduction, Nairobi: East African Educational Publishers 

Ltd, 1994, p. 7. 
9 Mugambi, African Christian Theology; James Amanze, African Christianity in Botswana, Gweru: Mambo Press, 

1998a; Hilary Mijoga, Separate But Same Gospel: Preaching in African Instituted Churches in Southern Malawi, 

Blantyre: CLAIM, 2000. 
10 James Amanze, “Theology already Cooked in an African Pot,” in Klaus Fiedler, Paul Gundani and Hilary 

Mijoga (Eds.), Theology Cooked in an African Pot, Limbe: Malawi Assemblies of God Press, 1998b, p. 62. 
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sexual predatory behaviours (by priests and others), and indeed the process of decolonising the 

discipline, and how.  

 

Framework of analysis  

The framework of analysis in interrogating the need to decolonise theological education south 

of the Sahara is through a critical understanding of three key conceptual dimensions drawn 

from postcolonial discourse. The first dimension, coloniality, describes the historical state of 

being colonised by an imposed imperial European power through force and subjugation of the 

people colonised. The second, state of neocoloniality, relates to the hidden and overt vestiges 

of coloniality in postcolonial society. Postcoloniality is a state of affairs after colonialism (in 

the classic sense) has ended and indigenous peoples have (supposedly) regained their political 

freedom and under their own leaders and institutions. The scepticism whether indeed formerly 

colonised nations especially south of the Sahara, are free from colonialism per se, is an issue 

related to the problem of neocoloniality, also as manifested in two sub-dimensions of 

neocoloniality, namely, afrocoloniality and recoloniality. The third, and final challenging 

neocoloniality, explores concepts that capture ideas and actions in challenging neocoloniality. 

Two such concepts are decoloniality and anticoloniality. 

 

1. Coloniality 

Coloniality/colonialism is the state of being colonised related to the practices and legacies of 

European/Western colonialism in social order and forms of knowledge.11  It speaks to epistemic 

hegemony related to a history of epistemic violence that is present in every geographical 

location, including the West. It is about coloniality of power and privilege in the context of 

racialized politics of historical colonisation through imperial power and subjugation. 

Coloniality is an epistemological frame bound to the European colonial project related to forms 

of exploitation and domination (power).12 Coloniality relates to ‘othering’ involving the 

marginality of ‘others’ ways of knowing by a hegemonic (forced) epistemology of the coloniser 

on the colonised. It concerns “… [the unenviable] actions of silencing or relegating other 

epistemologies to a barbarian margin, a primitive past … [ascribing it as] evil”.13 It is also 

about modernity seen as “…rhetoric of salvation [while hiding] coloniality, which is the logic 

of oppression and exploitation”.14 

 

2. State of neocoloniality  

Neocoloniality/neocolonialism describes the condition of a postcolonial state where although 

colonialism in the classic sense is not physically present, colonial hegemonic influences are 

directly or indirectly present in formerly colonised countries. This hegemony exists through 

economics, politics, education and other global pressures that continue to exert the influence 

of former colonial powers on formerly colonised peoples and places.15 Neocoloniality 

expresses a condition which although nations are supposedly ‘free’, yet religious, political and 

other elites continue to work as ‘agents’ of the colonial project (wilfully or not) by their actions 

(or lack it) that perpetuate coloniality (instead of challenging it) and begging the question 

whether the West is still colonising Africa (which it is doing as captured in the concept 

                                                           
11 Walter Mignolo, Local Histories/global Designs: Essays on the Coloniality of Power, Subaltern Knowledges 

and Border Thinking, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000. 
12 Walter Mignolo, “Delinking: The Rhetoric of modernity, the logic of coloniality and the grammar of de-

coloniality,” Cultural Studies, vol. 21, no. 2, 2007.  
13 Ibid. p. 162. 
14 Ibid.  
15 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak “Neocolonialism and the secret agent of knowledge,” Oxford Literature Review, 

vol. 13, no. 1-2, 1991. 
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‘recoloniality’ below).16 This situation is exacerbated by a dependency culture on Western 

materialism and social, educational and economic structures and patterns instead of challenging 

them and doing their own unique things African, like what Asia has done for itself.17 There are 

two different manifestations of neocoloniality, namely, afrocoloniality and recoloniality, which 

are described below. 

 

2.1 Afrocoloniality 

Afrocoloniality/Afrocolonialism is a concept drawn from a critical engagement with 

postcolonial discourse and also from personal African experiences in the postcolonial state.18 

It is a manifestation of a troubling colonial mentality imbued with “… a colonial European 

Modernism, whose epistemic infrastructure continues to be reconstructed by the Western 

postmodernist movement [in Africa] …”19 Afrocoloniality thus concerns power structures that 

control people whether visible or invisible and whether by outsiders from formerly colonising 

nations or coloniality perpetuated by African governments and leadership from formerly 

colonised nations on its own people (e.g.  Afrocoloniality).20  Given that “… the real African 

crisis is … cultural and epistemic”,21 Afrocoloniality also relates to a colonial caged mentality 

which entraps African political leaders and policymakers to the extent that despite rhetoric of 

political independence from Western colonial powers they continue to operate and support 

structures that “… embrace imperialist choreographies and architectures in social structures … 

following on from the colonial past”.22 Afrocoloniality also emerges in situations when African 

‘gatekeepers’ inadvertently (or not) maintain some form of coloniality in social space or indeed 

actively frustrating decolonising efforts in theological education.23 

 

2.2 Recoloniality 

Recoloniality/recolonisation is the extreme stage of neocoloniality existing in geo-politics 

when the return of “empire” as very much a current affair through military force or other 

coercive forms of intervention by Western powers on formerly colonised nations/regions.24 

Despite promises of decolonization in the postcolonial present, recoloniality is about actions 

and ideologies that suggest the return of colonisation as evidenced by the use of and adherence 

to the promotion of colonial-era laws and practices (e.g. neocoloniality).25  It also relates to 

                                                           
16 Kapya John Kaoma, Colonizing African Values: How the U.S. Christian Right is Transforming Sexual Politics 

in Africa, Somerville, MA: Political Research Associates, 2012; Yonah Hisbon Matemba, “Decolonising religious 

education in sub-Saharan Africa through the prism of anticolonialism: a conceptual proposition,” British Journal 

of Religious Education, vol. 43, no. 1, 2021a. 
17 Christopher Clapham, “Briefing Decolonising African Studies?” The Journal of Modern African Studies, vol. 

58, no. 1, 2020. 
18 See Jose Cossa, J. “Addressing the Challenge of Coloniality in the Promise of Modernity and Cosmopolitanism 

to Higher Education: De-Bordering, De-centrering/De-peripherizing, and De-colonilizing,” in E. J. Takyi-

Amoako and N. T. Assie-Lumumba (Eds.), Re-Visioning Education in Africa: Ubuntu-Inspired Education for 

Humanity, London: Palgrave- MacMillan, pp. 193-204, 2018. 
19 M. John Lamola “African Postmodernism: Its Moment, Nature and Content,” International Journal of African 

Renaissance Studies - Multi-, Inter- and Transdisciplinarity, vol. 12, no. 2, 2017, p. 113’ 
20 Cosa, “Addressing the Challenge of Coloniality”. 
21 Lamola “African Postmodernism”, p. 119. 
22 Nyoni, “Decolonising the Higher Education Curriculum”, p. 4. 
23 Matemba, “Decolonising Religious Education”. 
24 Lorenzo Veracini, “Colonialism Brought Home: On the Colonialization of the Metropolitan Space,” Faculty of 

Law, Humanities and the Arts - Papers 1338, 2005: https://ro.uow.edu.au/lhapapers/1338 (accessed 12 September 

2021). 
25 Banu Subramaniam, "Recolonizing India: Troubling the Anticolonial, Decolonial, Postcolonial," Catalyst: 

Feminism, Theory, Technoscience, vol. 3, no. 1, 2017, p. 13: 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A561685916/AONE?u=unipais&sid=AONE&xid=e471d812  (accessed 26 April 

2021). 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A561685916/AONE?u=unipais&sid=AONE&xid=e471d812
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what has been described as ‘false decoloniality’, ‘illusions of liberation’ or ‘myths of freedom’ 

which leaves the colonial project intact although the people are in the postcolonial present.26 

Recoloniality is about the re-emergence of the colonial through deploying rhetorics of 

‘humanitarian intervention’ and ‘inevitable necessity’ while going to war/re-subjugate (e.g. the 

West back in Africa and Middle East) formerly colonised ‘others’ in colonial theatres and for 

colonial purposes.27 Recoloniality manifests when radical power to challenge vestiges of 

coloniality “… risks becoming harnessed and domesticated in Western academic spaces”.28 

Recoloniality is an antithesis to the process of decolonisation by being “yet another instrument 

for time-honoured colonialist manoeuvres of discursively absenting, brutally exploiting and 

then completely forgetting [formerly colonised peoples and their needs]”.29  

 

3. Challenging neocoloniality  

 

3.1. Decoloniality 

Decoloniality/decolonisation is a long-standing political and epistemological movement aimed 

at liberation of previously colonized peoples from global coloniality. It is also about different 

ways of thinking, knowing, and doing in challenging coloniality. Decoloniality as an 

epistemological and political movement advances decoloniality as a necessary liberatory 

language of the future for Africa.30 Decoloniality is about the undoing of coloniality that still 

exists within the “underlying structures of oppression and injustice”.31 It is about “… 

decentring of European knowledge … [to restore] the place of the African and African 

knowledge at the heart of how we come to know …”32 Decoloniality is “… about a democratic 

open-endedness to knowledge and otherness without being restricted and governed by 

surreptitious categorisations of what constitutes an epistemological regulative benchmark 

epistemology that serves as the basis for marginalising all otherness”.33  

 

3.2 Anticoloniality 

Anticoloniality/anticolonialism is a relatively under-acknowledged predecessor to postcolonial 

theory.34 What makes neocoloniality different from concepts that only capture vestiges of 

coloniality in Africa’s postcolonial settlement (e.g. afrocoloniality and recoloniality) is that it 

                                                           
26 T. Kepe and R. Hall, “Land Redistribution in South Africa: Towards Decolonisation or Recolonisation?” 

Politikon, vol. 45, no. 1, 2018; Sabelo J. Ndlovu-Gatsheni “Decoloniality as the Future of Africa,” History 

Campus, vol. 13, no. 10, 2015. 
27 Veracini, “Colonialism Brought Home”. 
28 Patricia Noxolo, “Decolonial theory in a time of the re-colonisation of UK research,” Transactions of the British 

Institute of Geographers, vol. 42, p. 342.  
29 Noxolo, “Decolonial theory in a time of the re-colonisation of UK research”, p. 334. 
30 Ndlovu-Gatsheni “Decoloniality as the Future of Africa”. 
31 Savo Heleta, “Transformation in Higher Education - Decolonisation of Higher Education: Dismantling 

Epistemic Violence and Eurocentrism in South Africa,” Transformation in Higher Education, vol. 1, no. 1, 2016, 

p. 1:  doi:10.4102/the.v1i1.9 (accessed 20 May 2021). 
32 Jansen cited in Thokozani Mathebula, “African Philosophy (of Education) and Decolonisation in Post-apartheid 

South African Higher Education”, in Chikumbutso Herbert Manthalu Yusef Waghid (Eds.) Education for 

Decoloniality and Decolonisation in Africa, Cham, Switzerland:  Palgrave-Macmillan, 2019, p. 8. 
33 Chikumbutso Herbert Manthalu and Yusef Waghid, “Decoloniality as a Viable Response to Educational 

Transformation in Africa,” in Chikumbutso Herbert Manthalu and Yusef Waghid (Eds.), Education for 

Decoloniality and Decolonisation in Africa, Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave-MacMillan, 2019. 
34 J. Daniel Elam, “Anticolonialism”, Global South Studies: A Collective Publication with The Global South, 

2017: https://globalsouthstudies.as.virginia.edu/key-concepts/anticolonialism (accessed 26 September 2021); 

Mignolo, “Rhetoric of modernity”. 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Ndlovu-Gatsheni%2C+Sabelo+J
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Ndlovu-Gatsheni%2C+Sabelo+J
https://globalsouthstudies.as.virginia.edu/key-concepts/anticolonialism
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is about radical ideas for action and change.35 As a historical legacy, anticolonialism is the 

militant strategy that gave rise to anticolonial agitation in support of the struggle to end 

colonialism in formerly colonised regions of the world such as Africa, Asia, the Caribbean and 

Asia.36 Yet, after the countries became independent the concept and its application fell to the 

wayside as postcolonial scholars sought to understand mainly the end of colonialism (in a 

historical sense) and aspirations in the postcolonial settlement, and failing to challenge 

vigorously the equally worrisome neocolonial problems that have emerged, especially in 

education and other areas like theology.37  

Anticolonialism challenges Western hegemonic influence and ‘control’, even if that 

hegemony is being sustained by African leaders themselves and the structures they operate.38 

An anticolonial approach offers resistance and radical action against postcolonial conceptions 

in which the “colonial space has been left intact to continue with its imperializing gaze, 

scripting and regularization of the “other’”39According to Emard and Nelson “an anticolonial 

approach analyzes the material workings of colonial power manifested in … racialized social 

hierarchies … that have endured into the present”.40 The framework therefore relates to African 

epistemologies and worldviews in moving the discourse beyond the limitations of a 

postcolonial framework because the prefix ‘anti’ denotes “. . .  sites of resistance within colonial 

relations of power’ [and giving the colonised] “. . . power and discourse to resist these colonial 

relationships”.41 An anticolonial framework thus provides not only the theoretical tools to 

critique how theological education engages with the (neo)colonial encounter but importantly 

its potential to liberate and empower those with the mandate (and responsibility) in the 

academy to forge a decolonial path for the discipline. 

 

Theological education south of Sahara: A ‘troubling’ colonial legacy 

Much has been debated on this subject and therefore no need rehash old arguments, except to 

highlight a few issues. Theological education as a product of the missionary enterprise, is itself 

an adjunct of the colonial project on “… the basis for acculturation into Western ways of life – 

the cultural heritage of those missionaries who came to evangelise African peoples … [which] 

… was a mistake”.42 Historically, Western Christian theology (which dominates theological 

education) is an extension of coloniality in marginalising, dispossessing, dehumanising and 

disempowering colonised peoples south of the Sahara. Conrad Mbewe takes this issue further 

asserting that “many Christian missionaries shared the psychology of the colonisers. Such a 

psychology preserved privileges, defended discrimination, and extended domination to such a 

degree that it amounted to the organisation of society on the principle of the enslavement of 

black people”.43 The colonial legacy and role of Christian missionaries must be understood in 

their brute complexity not least for the fact that missionaries were children of their time. Klaus 

                                                           
35Riyad Ahmed Shahjahan, “Decolonizing the Evidence-based Education and Policy Movement: Revealing the 

Colonial Vestiges in Educational Policy, Research, and Neoliberal Reform,” Journal of Education Policy, vol. 

26, no. 2, 2011. 
36 Elam, “Anticolonialism”. 
37 See Spivak “Neocolonialism and the secret agent of knowledge”; Matemba, “Decolonising Religious 

Education”.  
38 Nyoni, “Decolonising the Higher Education Curriculum”. 
39 Marlon Simmons and George Sefa-Dei “Reframing anti-colonial theory for the diasporic context”, Postcolonial 

Directions in Education, vol. 1, no. 1, 2012, p. 69.  
40 Kelsey Emard and L. Nelson, “Geographies of global lifestyle migration: Towards an anticolonial approach,” 

Progress in Human Geography, vol. XX, no. X, 2020: 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0309132520957723 (accessed 14 September 2021). 
41 Shahjahan, “Decolonizing the Evidence-based Education and Policy Movement,” p. 183 
42 Mugambi, African Christian Theology, p. ix. 
43Conrad Mbewe “Why There’s No Such Thing as African Christianity”, 2018, np: 

https://www.9marks.org/article/why-theres-no-such-thing-as-african-christianity/ (accessed 12 September 2021). 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0309132520957723
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0309132520957723
https://www.9marks.org/article/why-theres-no-such-thing-as-african-christianity/
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Fielder has noted how “missionary activity benefited from colonial rule, the missionaries were 

part and parcel of the colonial set up and shared much of its system of values and many of its 

tacit assumptions.”44  

The issue which also is highlighted in this chapter is the reality of how the 

colonial/missionary legacy has continued into the postcolonial settlement “… transforming 

itself from (political) colonialism to (economic) legacy neocolonialism … and the engine of 

neocolonialism needs spiritual lubrication as much as the exploitative machine of colonialism 

had needed it before”.45 Despite rhetoric of decolonisation (i.e. responding to global forces and 

inculturation in some theological expressions, as we have seen),46 theological education south 

of the Sahara remains to a large degree in a ‘colonised’ state.  Here, I provide some thoughts 

to explain this situation. One well-known area is the privileging of the historical position of 

normative religions and heathenising non-normative religions (e.g., Indigenous/non-western 

religions). Relating to the Christian dominance (62.9%) countries south of the Sahara continue 

to sustain a Christian hegemony through theological education based on 

Western/European/missionary construct.47 There is also the problem of ‘othering’ non-

normative religions and other worldviews, and further ensuring that a neo-confessional 

formulation of the theological curriculum exists as an extension of colonial project. Here we 

still find the tendency of mission-based theological education (offered in seminaries and 

denominational higher education institutions) continue to malign other worldviews (e.g.  

African Traditions) or to project such views from a Christian normative standpoint.48 

One cannot ignore the inward-looking and ‘gate-keeping’ tendencies of some 

theologians, and institutional administrators who only have orthodox intentions for theological 

education as ‘mission’ for proselytisation into their faith.49 The reluctance or inability of 

African religious leaders (in the postcolonial settlement) to rid theological education of its 

colonial/missionary hegemony remains a major concern. The failures of these leaders 

perpetuate “… the colonial exploitation with more sophisticated (neocolonial) methods”50and 

worryingly because many are in a “caged a neo/colonial mindset [and therefore not only unable 

to disrupt the status quo but unaware that they are part of the problem]”.51 

             The Western missionary project through evangelism, charity work, and provision of 

education, including theological colleges, remains strong and influential.52  The social, political 

and economic environment south of the Sahara remain strongly tied to the Western religious 

project in socio-cultural life, for example, how the African political elite support and (ab)use  

Christianity and its structures to their advantage.53 The absence of “… a radical theological 

reflection … [that rejects] … white Christianity, white God, and white Jesus…” [remains a 

                                                           
44 Klaus Fiedler, Christianity and African Culture: Conservative German Protestant Missionaries in Tanzania, 

1900-1940, Blantyre: CLAIM, 1999, p. 17. 
45 Klaus Fiedler, “Christian Missions and Western Colonialism: Soulmates or Antagonists?” in Kenneth R. Ross 

(Ed.) Faith at the Frontiers of Knowledge, Blantyre: CLAIM, 1998, p. 220. 
46 Mugambi, African Christian Theology; Amanze, “Theology already Cooked in an African Pot”. 
47 Pew Research Centre ‘Religion and Public Life – Pew Research Center’, 2015: 

https://www.pewresearch.org/topic/religion/ (accessed 22 September 2021). 
48 Kevin Banda, “What Should a Decolonised African Theology Entail? (Part 2)”, 2019:  

http://www.cihablog.com/what-should-a-decolonised-african-theology-entail-part-2/ (accessed 12 September 

2021). 
49 Vladimir Fedorov “An Orthodox View on Theological Education as Mission,” Occasional Papers on Religion 

in Eastern Europe, vol. 25, no. 3, 2005: https://digitalcommons.georgefox.edu/ree/vol25/iss3/1 (accessed 11 

September 2021).  
50 Fiedler, “Christian Missions and Western Colonialism,” p. 220. 
51 Matemba, “Decolonising religious education in sub-Saharan Africa”, p. 34 
52 Ranjan Bandyopadhyay, “Volunteer tourism and “The White Man’s Burden”: globalization of suffering, white 

savior complex, religion and modernity,” Journal of Sustainable Tourism, vol. 27, no. 3, 2019.  
53 Matemba "Perspectives on theological education in Malawi”. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/topic/religion/
http://www.cihablog.com/what-should-a-decolonised-african-theology-entail-part-2/
https://digitalcommons.georgefox.edu/ree/vol25/iss3/1
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serious concern].54 As I argue below, the misconceptualisation of African traditional practices 

in the expression of Christianity in Africa as “African Christianity” instead of seeing this as 

merely a ‘perfect’ case of  inculturation remains an obstacle to decolonising theological 

education, for after all, how can something that is already ‘African’ be part of a decolonial 

project?55 A further evidence of a colonial legacy in theological education south of the Sahara 

is its lack of a “… a vibrant and inclusive social context (safe space) that allows a diversity of 

ideas [e.g.], worldviews and critical reflection,”56 on what humanises rather than dehumanises 

for the benefit of society.57  

 

‘African Christianity’:  A misconceptualisation  

In this section, I deal head on with the elephant in room related to the (mis)conceptualisation 

of the term ‘African Christianity’. The concept ‘African Christianity’ is an attempt to 

conceptualise African expressions and interpretations of Christianity and its theology, as being 

‘African Christianity’58 - the idea that “… Christianity is indeed an African religion”59 or that 

Christian theology is “… already cooked in an African pot”.60 This, in my view, is a 

misconceptualisation of what Christianity is and does in Africa (indeed elsewhere where it has 

had a missionary foothold) because Christianity is (and will forever remain) foreign to those 

mission lands where it has spread (and despite people’s familiarity and affinity with it).  As I 

see it, what we have south of the Sahara is a case of ‘Christians in Africa’ and not ‘African 

Christians’ or putting it differently, ‘Christianity in Africa’ and not ‘African Christianity’. This 

distinction is important because if we say that Christianity is already ‘African’ (which it is not), 

then what is there to decolonise or indeed, decolonise it from what if it is already African (i.e., 

in decolonised format)?  

Conrad Mbewe argues that “strictly speaking, there is no such thing as African 

Christianity or Asian Christianity or Western Christianity”.61 After all, a religion comes to the 

people from its origin as a single entity. For example, there is one Jewish faith, Islamic faith 

and Bahai faith as portrayed in their Holy Scriptures - although of course there are internal 

pluralities and therefore variations of theological expressions within a single religious faith. I 

agree with Mbewe’s observation that “we should refuse to join those who have the agenda of 

making ‘African Christianity’ [and instead] … we should insist on fighting for the purity of the 

gospel in any culture”.62 Hilary Mijoga has demonstrated that even when African Instituted 

Churches (AICs) express their religiosity in their own terms (i.e. embedding elements of 

African culture through inculturation), such churches remain essentially and fully Christian 

because there is little evidence to suggest, for example, that they are “… vanguards of African 

culture…”63  

Despite views to the contrary,64 I reiterate that Christianity in Africa (in whatever guise) 

remains a foreign religion because it did not emerge naturally and culturally from African 

peoples. Africans, however, have welcomed, embraced, and even exploited Christianity to their 

needs in many different and innovative ways but not as a decolonised religion (as yet).  

                                                           
54 Banda, “What Should a Decolonised African Theology Entail?” np. 
55 Patrick Kalilombe, Doing Theology as the Grassroots: Theological Essays from Malawi, Gwero, Zimbabwe: 

Mambo Press, 1999; Mbewe “Why There’s No Such Thing as African Christianity”.  
56 Knoetze “Decolonising or Africanisation of the theological curriculum”, p. 4. 
57 Mugambi, African Christian Theology. 
58 Amanze, African Christianity in Botswana. 
59 Fiedler, Christianity and African Culture, p. 17 
60 Amanze, “Theology already Cooked in an African Pot,” p. 61. 
61 Mbewe “Why There’s No Such Thing as African Christianity,” np. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Mijoga, Separate But Same Gospel, p. 167. 
64 See Mugambi, African Christian Theology; Mugambi, African Christian Theology. 
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Decolonial strategies for theological education south of the Sahara 

As noted earlier, the starting point in decolonising theological education should involve the 

recognition of one’s own structural location whether based on race, gender, or both. By 

acknowledging, one’s biases, privileges (or lack of them) and structures of inherent power 

based on gender and/or race, the process is opened to possibilities for genuine change. Another 

issue to consider is for African and Africanist theologians “to re-engage with their own 

societies [critically and] seek to understand where their problems lie and develop theoretical as 

well as practical ways to deal with them”.65 

There is the need to develop “… a completely new hermeneutical key … relevant to 

the (new) ‘ancient-future’ worldview in the context of Africa”.66 In the hermeneutical space, 

Africans should define “the questions to be asked and the answers to be sought in terms that 

are truly rooted in Africa itself”.67 The decolonial process should involve a critical engagement 

of scholarly knowledge, including addressing uncomfortable issues, in the public 

understanding of theology, for after all, issues of coloniality are painful and requiring radical 

action. Challenging ingrained coloniality in classroom discourse is also necessary to ensure 

that classroom interactions and debates are geared to support decolonial processes in 

theological education. 

Both students and teachers of theology should “… strive to comprehend and familiarise 

themselves with all the logical types of knowledge … [but]… far from permitting Western 

triumphalism or the retrieval of pre-colonial African tradition”.68 Theology as ‘practised’ 

should dig deep into issues that speak directly against the corrosive and pervasive nature of 

coloniality in knowledge-production and dissemination, also enabling space for uncomfortable 

discussions of thorny issues. This should involve materials and discussions that challenge 

sexism, gender violence, tribalism, patriarchy, homophobia and other forms of marginalisation 

and exclusion. Putting this in another way, there is need to approach theology from a critical 

decolonial stance ensuring that it embraces “… a pluralistic model of integral religious praxis 

at all levels of life… [so that] … no human being should be discriminated against as a result of 

class, race, religion (or lack thereof), ethnicity, sexuality or gender”.69 Decolonising theological 

education should involve a radical shift in the curriculum involving the use of multiple sources 

to ‘hear’ different voices (‘knowledge democracy’), a process that inform knowledge we teach 

and methodologies we use to teach that material.70 There should be deliberate attempts to 

recentre African ways of understanding and ‘doing’ theology but not at the expense at other 

equally valid knowledge claims.  

Decoloniality should critically call to question the veracity of the perspectives being 

centred to ensure that they are free from embedded marginalisation of their own against other 

voices that require serious attention in a decolonial theological education space. After all, 

decolonisation is about a “collective struggle that seeks to liberate rather than domesticate those 

less fortunate than others”.71 The point is that decolonised theological education should engage 

in a “… critical study of all perspectives as legitimate equal objects of knowledge without 

                                                           
65 Clapham, “Briefing Decolonising African Studies,” p. 151. 
66  Tshaka cited in Knoetze “Decolonising or Africanisation of the theological curriculum”, p. 2. 
67 Clapham, “Briefing Decolonising African Studies,” p. 136. 
68 Enslin and Horsthemke cited in Mathebula “African Philosophy (of Education) and Decolonisation”, p. 12. 
69 Chammah J. Kaunda and Mutale M. Kaumnda (2018) "Mobilising Religious Assets for Social Transformation: 

A Theology of Decolonial Reconstruction Perspective on the Ministry of National Guidance and Religious Affairs 

(MNGRA) in Zambia" Religions, vol. 9, no. 6, 2018, p. 10: https://doi.org/10.3390/rel9060176 (accessed 27 

September 2021). 
70 Mathebula “African Philosophy (of Education) and Decolonisation”. 
71 Ibid. p. 20. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel9060176
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undue privileging and prejudicing some perspectives”72 - that is allowing hybridity of ideas 

“… where a people respectfully and volitionally appropriate elements of other people”.73  

 

Conclusion 

Decolonising theological education south of the Sahara will require ‘revolutionary’ change in 

the theological academy, through new and critical ways of ‘theorising’ and ‘doing’ theology in 

Africa. An anticolonial approach provides sharper tools to force change in breaking the 

pervasive ‘chain’ of coloniality in postcolonial Africa, towards reframing a decolonised 

theological education curriculum in ways that opens it to different ‘truth claims’ in a common 

theological space. The framework should serve as a rallying call for Africans and their 

leadership to challenge the status quo and then do something drastic about the settled condition 

of theological education south of the Sahara in the Information Age. 

 

  

                                                           
72 Manthalu and Waghid, “Decoloniality as a Viable Response to Educational Transformation”, p. x. 
73 Ibid. p. 30. 


