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Foreword 

The increase of studies of African Independent Churches seems to be keeping 
pace, almost, with the phenomenal rise of such religious movements in various 
parts of the continent. There are also forthcoming the more or less authoritative 
sweeping generalizations supposedly applying to the Continent as a whole, or to 
specific regions. 

The need for thorough local observation and research is felt all the more. It is, 
in the last resort, only on the basis of such patient field work that real progress 
in this area can now be made. Dr. Daneel's study is therefore especially welcome. 

For his work he has had unique opportunities and he has obviously used 
these to the full. Born in Rhodesia and well acquainted with the local Shona 
language from his childhood he had an enviable head-start for this enquiry. 
His discriminating and charming book on 'The God of the Matopo Hills' proves 
his intimate knowledge of the African religion in this area. The Afrika Studie 
Centrum, Lei den, Holland, has with characteristic generosity and farsightedness 
provided him with the means and the tools for his research, and- what is perhaps 
even more important - with sustained encouragement, guidance and inspiration 
for his task. 

The study is conceived on a generous scale. This book is only the first in a 
series of, possibly, four volumes devoted to the study of the structure and life of 
Southern Shona Independent Churches. As the study evolves, it will prove, I am 
convinced, that its real strength lies in the concentrated attention which the 
author has given to the local scene, 'Anything, to be real, must be local' 

Magnificent photos enhance the value of the book and of its highly interesting 
material. 

Independent African churches are a response to a complicated, sometimes 
harsh social situation. They provide a great challenge to Mission-oriented 
churches in Africa. Dr. Daneel's book is to be welcomed for bringing this to our 
notice, as it deals with a controversial situation of great interest. 

Uppsala, Sweden, July 1971. 
Bengt Sundkler 
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Introduction 

The aims of this study 
' 

The study of Independent Churches in Africa has become of vital importance 
for an understanding of the rich variety of forms in which Christianity mani­
fests itself on this continent. Since the end of the last century there has been a 
rapid growth in the membership of the Independent Churches. According to 
Barrett, there are at present more than 6,000 of these Churches with a total 
membership approximating 7 million, to be found in more than 275 African 
tribes.1 He estimates that the entire movement is growing at a rate of approxi­
mately 3-400,000 adherents per year. The spectacular increase during the past 
few decades has given rise to the publication of a number of studies dealing 
with this phenomenon, suoh as the pioneering work of Sundkler in South 
Africa,Z Andersson's valuable description of the Messianic movements in the 
Congo,3 Turner's penetrative account of the Church of the Lord (Aladura) in 
West Africa4 and Barrett's recent study in breadth5 (which provides an illumi­
nating perspective of the entire phenomenon), to mention but a few. It has 
also convinced some missionaries, as well as African leaders of the Mission 
Churches - who found themselves directly confronted with this mushrooming 
movement in the field - that intensive thought should be given to the phe­
nomenon in order to determine their future attitude to and possible forms of 
co-operation with representatives of Independent Churches. Various forms of 
religious expression, for example, are provided by these Churches which seem 

1. Barrett, 1968, Chapter 1. 
2. B. G. M Sundkler, Bantu Prophets in South Africa, 1948 (second revised edition, 

London, 1961). See also B. A. Pauw, Religion in a Tswana Chiefdom, London, 1960. 
3. E. Andersson, Messianic Popular Movements in the Lower Congo, Studia Ethno­

graphica Upsaliensis XIV, London, 1958. 
4. H. W. Thmer, African Independent Church, Vol. 1: The Church of the Lord 

(Aladura); Vol. 2: The Life and Faith of the Church of the Lord (Aladura), Oxford, 
1967. 

5. D. B. Barrett, Schism and Renewal in Africa, Oxford University Press, 1968. 



2 Introduction 

to fulfil the needs of numerous Africans more adequately than some of the 
Western-orientated Mission Churches appear to have done. This fact in itself 
poses a challenge to the Mission Churches to engage in a thorough self­
examination, since it at hints at limitations and failures in the Western type of 
presentation of the Gospel to the African, due to a lack of understanding. 

The motivation for a study of a few of these African Independent Churches 
was not a purely academic one. It derives partly from the conviction that any 
planning of the future strategy of Missions in Africa should take this phenom­
enon into consideration, since the growth of the entire movement is condi­
tioned to a considerable extent by the reaction of Africans to Western forms 
of worship. In addition, the Young Mission Churches which came into being as 
a result of missionary work, can greatly benefit from comprehensive studies 
of Independent Churches in their own struggle to become indigenous in char­
acter and working method. 

But the motivation for a study in depth in this field involves more than the 
benefits tit may yield to the established Missionary agencies and Young Mis­
sion Churches. While I was in the field it became increasingly clear to me that 
the Independent Church leaders, whose movements I was studying, feel the 
need for official recognition and co-operation with Mission Churches. They 
themselves are generally aware of the Christian imperative of Church unity, 
which, to their way of thinking, necessitates the building of bridges of under­
standing and reconciliation. In the effort to do so Independent Church officials 
find themselves confronted with the wide divergence between the ideal of 
Christian unity and the bewildering reality of a multiformity of fissiparous 
Church groups to which they belong and to which they contribute in their 
own way. They have difficulty .in their continual struggle to 'place' their own 
movement in its historical context, in its relation to the Western and ultimately 
the primal Christian community. I was therefore much inspired by the idea that 
the study of a few Independent Churches, however limited its scope, might 
contribute towards clarifying some problems of the Independent Church 
leaders themselves. Several Shona Church officials expressed the wish that 
their own 'Church History' should be written. Their wish to understand and 
interpret their own movement in the wider context of Christianity greatly 
stimulated the presentation of the accumulated material in its present form. 

The main objective of this study is to provide a descriptive account of a few 
selected Independent Churches, representative of the Spirit-type (the prophet­
healing groups, known as the Zionist Churches in South Africa and the Ala­
dura Churches in West Africa) and Ethiopian-type (non-prophetic) move­
ments among the Southern Shona. This includes an historical survey, based 
on interview and archival materi.al, an analysis of the community structure of 
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these Churches by means of socio-anthropological methods, a description of 
these movements as religious phenomena, and subsequently a theological 
evaluation of the practices and beliefs described. Working on the assumption 
that the new religion introduced by European missionaries is accepted as the 
point of departure in these circles, an effort was made throughout the study to 
analyze both old and new, since it is obvious that, in contrast to Mission 
Churches, a completely different and diversified pattern of attitudes towards 
traditional religion and custom was emerging in these Churches. By relating 
the leadership structu.re to kinship and hereditary law, the organization and 
life of the Church community to village and town activities, and Church ritual 
and belief to traditional practices, an idea was obtained of the process of ) 
adaptation, where old and new are merged into a syncretic whole, as well as 
the process of rejection, where the choice of Christianity involves a break with 
the system of the past. 

From the missiological point of view the material thus presented leads to 
such subjects as the dialogue between Christianity and the non-Christian reli­
gions, Church indigenization and syncretism. Without depth studies of this 
kind, a sound theological evaluation of the Independent Churches, of how they 
relate the Christian message to the thought-world conditioned by traditional 
religion, of the question whether they are to be regarded as sects or Churches, 
of their forms of prophecy, exorcism, faith-healing and their interpretation of 
the Holy Spirit, etc., cannot be achieved. 

A number of studies dealing with African Independent Churches have been 
written primarily from the historical or sociological point of view. A few 
observers have interpreted this phenomenon rather one-sidedly in terms of 
political or social protest. Some contributions appear to be products of field­
workers who incidentally came across these religious groupings while engaged 
on other projects, or by missionaries who had taken an interest in the activities 
of one or other group with which they came into contact in the course of 
ministering to their own congregations. On .fue whole such studies, some of 
which contain brilliant accounts of the personalities and groups concerned, 
are highly informative and valuable. Yet the limitations of many of these 
accounts, caused by the lack of a comprehensive approach and by the lack of 
close identification of the observer over a long period of time with the groups 
studied, are only too obvious. 

It was therefore felt that, in order to be really meaningful, a study of the 
Southern Shona Independent Churches should be conducted from the level of 
participational observation during a two and a half year research period of 
sustained and direot contact with leaders and members of the selected groups 
in the field. An enquiry had to be held as far as possible from within these 



4 Introduction 

Church groups. The task which I had set myself was that of finding the an­
swers to the following basic questions: 

Who join the Independent Churches? Why and under what circumstances 
do people join these Churches? How do they interpret and practise Christian­
ity in their own (rural and urban) environments? 

The use of an interdisciplinary methodology - the combination of an his­
torical, socio-anthropological and theological approach - seemed the most 
appropriate way of dealing with this subject. It is hoped that such a combina­
tion will provide at least part of the comprehensive perspective needed for an 
appreciation and understanding of the rich variety of factors involved in the 
origination and life of these Churches. It should be stated, however, that the 
inclusion of an historical account of the Churches studied and the use of 
anthropological methods in the search for information in the field does not 
imply any pretence of expertise, since my studies in theology did not include 
any academic training in history or anthropology. In the effort to cope with 
this handicap I availed myself of the advice of experts in various disciplines 
during the different stages of enquiry and writing up of the material. 

This is also a comparative study in that the Mission and Independent 
Churches within the surveyed area are compared with each other as regards 
their major attractions, doctrines, beliefs, religious expressions and especially 
their attitudes towards traditional customs and ritual. No effort was made to 
cover the extensive literature on the subject or to relate each facet of this 
study to those of similar movements elsewhere on the continent. Reference to 
the Independent Churches in South Africa iis only made in the historical con­
text so as to clarify the influence of these movements on the initial develop­
ment of religious 'Independency' in Rhodesia, and also at other points in the 
study where such comparisons seemed relevant. 

Choice of environment and research design 

The choice of environment for the study was conditioned mainly by two con­
siderations. First , it coincided with my interest in the Southern Shona of the 
Victoria Province where I was born. Knowledge of the Karanga language, 
derived from my early contacts with boyhood friends, enabled me to conduct 
interviews in the vernacular from the outset without the assistance of an inter­
preter. Thus most notes could be extracted from interviews in Chikaranga and, 
when necessary, translated into English at a later stage. By making notes in 
the vernacular my assistants, who were otherwise reasonably well versed in 
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English, could avoid confusion of concepts in this intricate field of religious 
expression. Secondly, very little has thus far been published on the Indepen­
dent Church movements amongst the Southern Shona. Aquina has written 
some interesting articles on a few of the larger movements in the area with 
which I was concerned, and these deserve attention.6 But an extensive study 
of these groups, comparable to Sundkler's treatment of the 'Separatists' in 
South Africa, has not yet been undertaken and it is towards the bridging of 
this gap that my research program was directed. 

For the purpose of studying four Independent Churches on a comparative 
basis it was desirable to confine the study to a culturally and linguistically 
homogeneous are'a. This was not always possible since the research des.ign 
was based on three different levels of enquiry, namely of Church life (1) at 
Church headquarters, (2) in local congregations (Tribal Trust and Native 
Purchase Areas) and (3) in urban congregations, which necessitated the ex­
tension of the project over a fairly wide geographical area. Nevertheless, the 
main focus of the study was restricted to one chiefdom in the Gutu district, 
where practically all the Churches concerned were represented by local con­
gregations. Only in the case of two Church centres, the Ethiopian-type Church 
in Ndau territory and the major Apostolic Church in Manyika territory (see 
map 3), was it necessary to go beyond the boundaries of the Karanga-steaking 
tribes.7 Fortunately this particular extension of the study did not unduly com­
plicate the total comparative picture, because the trac!itional religious back­
ground of the Ndau and the Manyika tribes, with the exception of minor varia­
tions, largely corresponds with that of the Karanga. 

Once the initial survey of the Churches in the Southern Shona territory had 
been made in March, 1965, a choice of two Spirit-type and two Ethiopian­
type Churches was made. The Spirit-type Churches are: the African Apostolic 
Church of Johane Maranke (AACJM), and the Zionist movement which con­
sists of two distinct groups, Rev. Samuel Mutendi's Zion Christian Church 
(zcc) and the Ndaza ('holy cord') or robed Zionists. Of the latter group 
Bishop David Masuka's Zion Apostolic Church of South Africa (zAc of SA) 
and Bishop Andreas Shoko's Zionist Apostolic Faith Mission (ZAFM) are the 

6. Sr. Mary Aquina OP, Christianity in a Rhodesian Tribal Trust Land, in African 
Social Research, No. 1, June 1966; The People of the Spirit: An Independent Church 
in Rhodesia, in Mrica, Vol. XXXVII, No. 2, April 1967; and Zionists in Rhodesia, in 
Mrica, Vol. XXXIX, No. 2, April 1969. Dr. Marshall Murphree's study (Christianity 
and the Shona, London, 1969) includes a thorough description of one Independent 
Church - the Vapostori of Johane Maranke, also to be dealt with n this treatise -
amongst one of the Northern Shona tribes, the Budgja. 

7 For the geographic distribution of the Shona tribes, see map 1. 
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main bodies from which numerous Zionist secessionist Churches have sprung. 
The Ethiopian-type category includes the African Congregational Church 
(Ace) of President Zvekare Sengwayo and the First Ethiopian Church (FEC) 
of Bishop Nheya Gavure.s 

Each of these Churches had to be studied on the threefold level as indicated 
above, which implied visits varying from several days to two or more months 
at the headquarters of each Church. The first four months were spent among 
the Zion City community of Rev. Mutendi in the Bikita district, before a shift 
of camp took place to the Chingombe chiefdom in the Gutu district. In Chi­
ngombe I built my quarters in the vicinity of congregational centres and Church 
sites of several Independent Churches. A neutral site was chosen because too 
close an identification with any particular group could complicate the study 
of rival groups. From July 1965 to the end of 1966 the research comprised 
regular interviews with Independent Church officials and ordinary members, 
the participational attendance (where possible) and observation of a variety 
of traditional religious, Mission and .Independent Church activities, with spells 
of absence from Chingombe in order to visit some distant Church bead­
quarters. During these periods of absence one or two members of a team of 
trained assistants remained in Chingombe in order to maintain continuity of 
work in this area. They interviewed people according to my instructions with 
the aid of tape-recorders, which enabled me to cross-check on dubious aspects 
or follow up important information at a later stage. During these periods they 
also kept in touch with local people whose involvement in any particular part 
of the religious field, over a set period of time, was of specific importance for 
my study 

At Church headquarters, where identification with the central community 
of adherents was as close as the circumstances and inclination of the people 
permitted, much time was spent in the company of principal Church leaders; 
all of whom I personally interviewed. Living in these communities enabled 
me to obtain a fair idea of Church organization, the hierarchic pattern of 
leadership in relation to the kinship structure and the program of religious life 
in the immediate vicinity of the main leaders themselves. Those assistants who 
accompanied me on such trips usually concentrated on the Church members 
of the central congregation who lived in the villages close to the Church bead­
quarters. In this way information was obtained, not only from the nuclear 
group of Church officials, but also from closely or loosely affiliated members 
and outsiders in the immediate environment, which shed some light on illter-

8. For the use of the terms 'Spirit-type' and Etbiopian-type' Churches, see pp. 285, 350. 
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group attitudes. Sessions of Church council, Passover ceremonies, baptismal 
rites and all possible types of Church activities were regularly attended. The 
repeated and generous invitations by all the Church leaders whom I met, to 
conduct sermons or to attend Church dances, enabled me to participate in 
religious activities in a way which made close identification possible without 
the risk of being excluded from other communities. When I was allowed to 
accompany Zionist officials during some of their country-wide missionary 
campaigns towards the end of my stay at Zion City, I regarded it as a sign of 
their acceptance of my presence as a munyori weHistory ('writer of history') 
although they were, fully aware of my own affiliation to a Mission Church. 

Towards the end of 1966 a mass of material had been collected on the basis 
of casual sampling. The quantitative material supplied by my assistants could 
be added to the qualitative information gathered through sustained, direct and 
personal contact. Up to this stage sampling was used primarily for interviews 
with regular and casual informants apart from, or in connection with, observa­
tions in the field. The accumulation of basic data on tribal affiliation, age, 
educational standard and occupation of Church members was mostly followed 
up by questions concerning religious history, contact with Missions, reasons 
for joining Independent Churches, attitudes towards other Church groups, etc. 
In addition to obtaining answers to prescribed questions regarding the life 
histories of individuals, the assistants were allowed considerable freedom in 
eliciting information on a number of topics relevant to our subject. 

Since the material was only representative of those Churches with which we 
are concerned, a general frame of reference was needed in which the results of 
our findings could be assessed within the total structure of the Chingombe 
community. Thus a random sample survey was conducted in December 1966 
and January 1967, with the aid of sixteen Shona schoolteachers, most of 
whom resided in Chingombe. The teachers were briefed on the questionnaire 
and had to conduct a few trial interviews, the results of which were jointly 
discussed and criticized, before they commented work. Of the 110 villages in 
Chingombe, 21 were selected by taking every 5th kraalhead from the order in 
which their names appeared on the tax register. This meant a 20% sample of 
the total number of villages in the Chingo,nbe tribal area, and the selected 
villages proved to be fairly evenly distributed within the boundaries of the 
whole area (see map 4). A smaller sample, based on this type of selection, 
could hardly be used in view of the uneven distribution of Churches. I was 
satisfied with the geographical spread of the 21 villages since most of the 
sectors where Independent and Mission Church influence is felt were included. 

The enumerators were subdivided into three teams, each with its own 
leader, whose task it was to check the information obtained by his team after 
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a day's work, to hand in the answer sheets at Albeit Mission station where I 
was staying at the time, to keep the team supplied with writing material and to 
see to it that time was not unduly lost at homesteads where beer parties coin­
cided with interview appointments. Through a regular perusal of the work 
done by the enumerators, mistakes and gaps could be detected and corrected 
the next day. Only in the initial stages of the survey was it required of an 
enumerator to repeat one or two whole interviews, after it had become ap­
parent that some of the questions had been misinterpreted. Each of the teams 
operated in its own demarcated territory in North, Central and South Chi­
ngombe, where team members could lodge with relatives or at the nearest 
schools. Loss of time through travelling was avoided in this way. 

The questionnaire was an abbreviated version of the one we had used for 
the casual sampling. Next to the basic data on education, age, kinship ties in 
relation to head of homestead, marital state and religious affiliation, brief 
questions about the nature of Church affiliation, reasons for joining a Church, 
or for moving from one Church to another, and about a number of theological 
subjects (e.g. conversion, salvation, heaven, hell, etc.) were asked. Descrip­
tive accounts were avoided in the sections dealing with beliefs in the spirit 
world. Instead of requiring, for example, a description of the spirits and their 
various forms of manifestation, short questions, based on previously obtained 
information, were put. This method often implied a positive or negative reply 
to questions that implicitly posed some traditional attribute ascribed to the 
spirits, such as: Can the midzimu (ancestral spirits) kill? Can they protect their 
descendants? Can they mediate between us and God? Does the alien shavi 
spirit provide the nganga (diviner-herbalist) with curative powers? Does the 
ngozi (vengeful) spirit kill? Superficial though these questions may seem, the 
quantified answers nevertheless provided a means of determining, on a repre­
sentative basis, the persistence of traditional beliefs in non-Church and Church 
circles. 

Accurate data on economic conditions were the most difficult to obtain. I 
had avoided a detailed enquiry into this field during the first few months of 
my stay in Chingombe, because it was evident that questions concerning live­
stock roused the suspicion among some village elders that the project might 
lead to destocking measures by Government officials. According to them, an 
agricultural survey in the past had resulted in strict destocking measures. 
Although much of the suspicion had been overcome by the time the random 
sample survey (Rss) was conducted, the figures on the ownership of livestock 
cannot be regarded as fully reliable. Neither are the figures given by subsist­
ence farmers on the number of bags of maize, finger millet, groundnuts, etc. 
completely accurate, since many people do not normally estimate the total 
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crop yields of their lands in these terms. Consequently, economic estimates 
were primarily used as an indication of the general pattern of rural produc­
tion and stock ownership, or as a means of distinguishing between the lower, 
middle and upper economic classes, which could in turn be correlated with 
Church affiliation. They should not be taken as a comprehensive and complete 
assessment of the economic situation. 

Once the RSS had been completed, the research shifted to a Dutch Re­
formed and a Roman Catholic Mission station, the former in Chingombe and 
the latter situated in l'fyamande, the chiefdom adjacent to that of Chingombe. 
Special attention was given to organization, social relations and the approach 
to traditional religion. Apart from discussions with Church leaders also or­
dinary Church members on the Mission station, in its immediate vicinity and 
further afield, were interviewed along lines similar to those followed among 
Independent Church members. It should be stated, however, that the study 
of Mission Churches was of a limited nature, and that reference to their 
policies is made in this study only in so far as these have a direct bearing on 
the Independent Churches. 

The last months of my fieldwork, from April to June 1967, were spent in 
Fort Victoria. A representative study of the town community could not be 
made during such a brief stay. I personally contacted the leaders of Mission and 
Independent Churches in an effort to assess the numerical strength of each 
Church and to discuss religious matters with them. This was followed by a 
schedule of regular interviews with adult members of all the officially recog­
nized Churches, conducted by myself and three of my trained assistants who 
had also participated in the Chingombe survey. Much of the work had to be 
done at night. The township manager permitted me to move about at night. 
Thus I could meet Church people, attend some of their nightly prayer-meet­
ings and spend hours watching town nganga (diviner-herbalists) at work. 

Not all the information collected in Fort Victoria was used for quantifica­
tion. Small samples of adult members of the fnost influential Mission and In­
dependent Churches, as well as 35 traditionalists, were selected to get a general 
idea of some of the most important religious factors in an urban area. Care 
was taken with the selection of Church members to include people of the 
widest possible range of occupations in town. Yet it should be noted that a 
sample of 10 Independent Church adults sometimes comprised either the 
entire leadership nucleus or the total adult community of a Church, since the 
Independent Church groups are represented in town by relatively small num­
bers. 

For the purpose of this study the quantifiable material can therefore be 
labelled according to its source of information: the random sample survey 
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Chapter 2 deals with traditional religious practices and beliefs: the High­
God and ancestral cults, the alien and avenging spirit ceremonies, magic and 
wizardry. An attempt has been made not only to give an account of the main 
procedures and objectives of traditional rituals, but also to assess their present­
day significance. 

Chapter 3 contains an account of the two major Mission Churches - Dutch 
Reformed and Roman Catholic - operating in the area of our enquiry Their 
respective theories and practices relating to Church expanSiion, auxiliary serv­
ices (education and medical aid) and especially traditional religion and customs 
are discussed, to indicate the different ways in which the new religion was 
introduced into Southern Shona society. Chapters 2 and 3, lengthy as they 
are, form the pivot of the entire study. They provide the essential background 
for an analysis of the way in which the old religion continues to condition 
-whether in camouflaged or modified form- Independent Church life; and 
the influence of the new religion, the essence of which was largely accepted 
while many of its outward forms were rejected by the Independent Churches. 

In the first volume, Chapters 1 to 3 (i.e. Part I) contain more detail account 
than the following three chapters (Part II), which deal with the rise of the 
Independent Churches. This lengthy background study should, however, be 
viewed in the context of the whole survey, because much of what is presented 
here is directly relevant to the descriptions and analyses appearing in the 
following volumes. For instance, a discussion of the land problem and eco­
nomic conditions, introduced in Chapter 1, receives fuller treatment in Vol­
ume 2, and the extent to which Church leadership is conditioned by the kin­
ship patterns, also mentioned in Chapter 1, is dealt with more fully in Vol­
ume3. 

Chapters 4 and 5 trace the development of the Spirit- and Ethiopian-type 
Independent Churches, from their inception up to moriern times. The focus 
is mainly on the experiences of the principal leaders, their contact with Mis­
sion Churches in Rhodesia and with 'Separatist' Church leaders in South 
Africa, their first campaigning activities amongst fellow tribesmen and the 
extension of activities further afield. For each major group or subdivision the 
geographic distribution, approximate numerical strength and the schisms 
which had occurred up to 1965, are given. Chapter 6 is called 'Conflict and 
recognition', for it deals with the attitudes of the Rhodesia Administration, 
tribal authorities and Mission Churches towaros the budding Independent 
Churches during the past few decades. The struggle of the I c leaders for 
official recognition and the problems of control confronting local District Com­
missioners and tribal chiefs are reflected in archival documents and historical 
accounts in the 'canonical' books of some of the most outstanding Church 
leaders. 
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The statistical analysis empioyed in this study varies in accuracy according 
to the subject concerned. Quantified data on tribal affiliation, approximate 
age and educational qualifications of individuals, are more reliable and ac­
curate than those on such topics as stock ownership and crop production, or 
on religious ideas. The problem of interpretation and reduction, in order to 
distill the essentials from the lengthy responses of interviewed persons to open­
ended questions, arose frequently. In some cases the detailed narratives of 
informants obscured the actual point they were driving at, which rendered ac­
curate interpretation and classification nearly impossible. Nevertheless, the 
statistical data, even on abstract subjects, retain their validity, if not for ac­
curate scientific demonstration at least as indications of emerging patterns of 
thought or of differentiated emphases within the various religious groupings. 

Subjectivity and bias inevitably enter into a study of this kind. I have 
nevertheless tried to be as objective and fair as possible in my approach to 
this intricate field. The term 'Independent Churches' has been chosen since 
these movements are 'independent' from the Western Mission Churches in 
finance, organization and forms of worship. 'Separatist' is an often used but 
misleading term. It is usually based on the assumption that Independent 
Church leaders draw most of their followers from the flocks of the established 
Mission Churches. This is not the ,case with the four Church movements I 
studied, since ,the majority of their members had either never attained full 
membership of a Mission Church, or, for all practical purposes, had left the 
Mission Churches long before joining an Independent Church. Only a 
minority of members had defected directly from Mission to Independent 
Churches. Furthermore, the term 'Church' is used, not in the first place on the 
grounds of ,theological evaluation, but because it seems fair and appropriate 
that these movements, for descriptive purposes at least, should be character­
ized in terms corresponding to their own interpretation. 
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Socio-religious background 
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History and socio-economic background 

African Independent Churches have been described as protest movements in 
relation to oppressive colonial governments, as reactionary groups that re­
sent the pater;nalistic approach of missionaries, or as deliberate attempts 
to adapt Christian belief and worship to their specific ethno-religious 
backgrounds. Presumably the factors of 'situation coloniale',1 missionary 
strategy and ethnic background all feature prominently in the origination of 
many of the Independent Churches, but any one of these has never yet by 
itself proved a sufficient basis for a comprehensive interpretation of the phe­
nomenon of African Church Independency in its totality. Theories concern­
ing the origin of this movement2 have often obscured the complexity of the 
originating factors involved. In order to achieve a balanced evaluation of 
these Churches in any particular area special attention should therefore be 
given to the historical and social context within which they originate. In the 
case of the Southern Shona we shall concern ourselves with a cursory glance at 
the historical past, with the most relevant aspects of the urban and rural social 
structure, with the all-important kinship structure and with the implementa­
tion of land legislation, which was bound to lead to reaction and protest 
from the side of the Africans. 

1. EARLY HISTORY 

According to African tradition one of the first Shona tribes to settle south of 
the Zambesi was the Mbire (totem: Shoko). Chief NeMbire is supposed to 
have migrated from the vicinity of Lake Tanganyika with his own and sev­
eral subordinate Karanga elans early in the 14th century.3 Linguistic and 

1. Balandier, 1963, pp. 41-65. 
2. For a summary of the principal theories forwarded by recognized investigators 

during the past few decades, see Barrett, 1968, pp. 62-68. 
3. Abraham in Stokes and Brown, 1966, p. 33. 
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tions of their race.'5 The Monomotapa ruler's influence therefore covered 
both political and spiritual affairs. With the aid of officially recognized spirit 
mediums, whose task it was, amongst other things, to name the successors 
of deceased tributary chiefs or of the Mutapa himself, it became possible for 
the rulers to achieve a ritually sanctioned hegemony. 

Internal strife between the vassal states, aggravated by the increasing trade 
demands of the Portuguese, led to the disintegration of the Monomotapa 
kingdom. The rulers, Ranger asserts, were 'caught between Portuguese de­
mands and the resistance of these by their vassals; if they accommodated 
themselves to the, Portuguese they faced rebellion; if they accommodated 
themselves to the demands of most of their subjects and attempted to exclude 
Portuguese influence they faced the military strength of this early colonial 
power. 76 Thus the centralized state started to disintegrate, so that the only 
remnant left of it in the 19th century was the continuation of the traditional 
religious role played by the influential vasvikiro (spirit mediums) in the 
succession of chiefs amongst the Kore-Kore. 

The Rozvi empire to the south, with its capital first at Zimbabwe ('houses 
of stone') and later in the Matopo country, near present-day Bulawayo, has 
its roots in the 15th century. For a long time it coexisted with the Monomo­
tapa dynasty, but it differed from the northern state in two important as­
pects. In the first place the Rozvi Mambos (Kings) managed to steer clear 
of the Portuguese influence by keeping the traders coming into their terri­
tory under control, and in the second place, by making use of the centralized 
Mwari High-God cult to achieve an even stronger religious tie with their 
vassals than had the northern state. Unlike the military power on which the 
highly centralized states of the Zulu and Ndebele were based, the Rozvi 
confederacy consisted of loosely affiliated vassal states, stretched over a vast 
territory, with the Rozvi claim to leadership based not exclusively on military 
superiority but on the widespread belief that Mwari, the Shona High-God 
himself, had called the Rozvi monarchy into being. 

As the Israelites depended on the Levites for their priestly function, so 
members of the Mbire Shoko tribe became the acknowledged guardians of 
the Mwari shrines and ritual office-bearers of those Shona tribes that be­
longed to the Rozvi empire. Tradition has it that Dyembewu, the first Rozvi 
Mambo, was the son of Chief NeMbire's granddaughter, whom some believed 
to have been impregnated by Mwari himself.7 Thus the Mbire chief and 

5. Gann, 1965, p. 9. 
6. Ranger, 1967, p. 8. 
7. Abraham in Stokes and Brown, 1966, p. 33. The information was obtained from the 

present spirit medium of Chaminuka. 
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priests became closely associated with the royal Rozvi tribe. The central 
Mwari shrine was conveniently situated at the Zimbabwe state headquarters, 
where the priests conducted cult ceremonies on behalf of the whole empire.8 

Because of this close identification with the Rozvi power the cult's influence 
naturally spread, together with the expanding boundaries of the Rozvi con­
federacy. 

Blake Thompson and Summers aptly described the royal dwellings of the 
Rozvi as follows: 'Zimbabwe was a religious centre. All the miscellany of 
buildings on the hill and the valley were attracted here because of the special 
sanctity of the site. Some were undoubtedly royal dwellings, other adminis­
trative buildings or even trading places, but they crowded round the sacred 
areas as King, Parliament, Government trade and commerce all crowd round 
the royal church at Westminster Abbey.'9 It is not fully clear whether the 
transfer of the Mwari shrine to Matonjeni (Matopo mountains) coincided 
with the shift of the Rozvi administrative headquarters after they had con­
quered the Matopo country in the 17th century. The close link between 
Rozvi rulers and Mbire priests nevertheless continued to exist and to play an 
important role in the minds of the Southern Shona people after the Rozvi 
power had been broken by the Nguni invaders. It is of great importance to 
take note of the widespread prestige of the Rozvi tribe at this early period, 
since it was partly the appeal of the traditional religious authorities to the 
glories of this dyn;sty that enabled them to rally the rebellious Shona 
against the European settlers in 1896. It was this same prestige which enabled 
Zionist Bishop Mutendi, one of the most influential of the present Indepen­
dent Church leaders, to draw several Southern Shona chiefs into his Church 
from the 1930's until this day, and it was this pre-Ndebele past that African 
Nationalist leaders invoked with the rise of African Nationalism after 1950. 

The Rozvi reign did not necessarily imply peace within the empire. There 
is ample evidence of intertribal disputes. Invasions of certain territories by 
chiefs who wished to expand the boundaries of their own chiefdoms within 
the empire was often followed by the subdivision of tribes and the frag­
mentation of clans through the movement and resettlement of people. As 
Chingombe, a chiefdom in the Gutu district, is the area of our particular 
concern we must now briefly turn to its pre-Ndebele past, which will throw 
some light on the presence of a considerable number of tribal segments in 
this territory to this day. 

8. In 1871 Karl Mauch obtained an account of how the ritual ceremonies were con­
ducted. See Summers in NADA, 1952, and Vander Merwe, 1957, pp. 24-25. 

9. Blake Thompson and Summers, in NADA, 1956. 
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Prior to the arrival of the Rufura tribe, members of several other Shona 
tribes had settled in different parts of what is known today as Gutu district. 
The Hera (mutupo: Shava; chidao: Museamwa),10 who lived in the east under 
the leadership of Chief Nyashanu, started moving across the Nyazvidzi river 
(see map 2) which now forms the eastern border of Gutu. At approximately 
the same time members of the Chamutsa tribe (mutupo: Moyo; chidao: Mu­
gonderwa) -later to be called the Chagonda or Rasa people- moved in from 
the south-east. They followed Kariwara Marumbi, a reputed rainmaker who 
had to flee from the wrath of her brothers after she had obtained the rain­
making powers froJll her father, who was a blood relative of Shoshangane, the 
powerful Gaza ruler north of the Sabi river. Marumbi became the wife of Chief 
Nyashanu who ·fathered her only son, Chinamashabwa. The descendants of 
Chinamashabwa are today called the Munyaradze people and they have their 
own sub-chiefdom in approximately the centre of the Gutu Tribal Trust land. 
Marumbi was to play an important role as a rainmaker, activities which brought 
her in contact with the Mwari cult priests at Matonjeni. After she was forced 
into, and had won a rainmaking competition with another reputed rainmaker 
at Matonjeni during a period of critical drought, she finally settled down at 
Mt. Rasa, near the Chingombe border, where the descendants of her younger 
brother, Neusaka, continued to play an important role as rainmakers in the 
old traditional way. 

Segments of the Duma tribe (mutupo: Moyo; chidao: Chirandu or Gonyo­
hori) had migrated from the present Bikita district where their great chief, 
Fupajena, reigned. They settled to the south-west of the Devure river. Wan­
dering Rozvi clans, who were known as iron-smelters, occupied patches of 
land between the Hera and Duma that had not yet been claimed by others. 
When the Rufura tribe (mutupo: Gumbo; chidao: Madyirapazhe) arrived in 
the country from Musana near Salisbury in the north, they found a dwelling 
place amongst the occupants of the territory. These were the four Rufura 
brothers with their followers: the two elder brothers, Nemashakwe and Mu­
nyikwa, settled at the junction of the Devure and Nyazvidzi rivers in the east; 
NeNdanga moved to the south into what is now called the Ndanga reserve, 
and Mabwazhe went and lived in the western regions with his Hera sekuru 
(maternal uncle), Chasura. 

It was Chasura who taught his muzukuru (sister's son) how to use power­
ful medicine against his enemies. Mabwazhe eventually turned the medicine 
against his instructor and drove Chasura and his people from the district. 
This was only the beginning of several invasions. The surrounding chiefs, 

10. Mutupo = clan name; chidao = sub-clan name. 
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Chiwara, Mawere, Mukaro and Norupiri, were forced into an alliance with 
Mabwazhe, who kept expanding the boundaries of his 'paramountcy' Where­
as the Rufura tribesmen maintained cordial relations with the Duma and 
the Hera Sbava, who in time became their wife-providers, they drove a number 
of Rozvi and Hera Shirl factions from their newly occupied territory. The 
Rozvi moved into the Bikita area where their chief, Jiri, bad been granted 
some land by the Duma chief. 

Mabwazbe, renowned for ms use of a magical quiver (mukutu) which was 
strapped to his head whenever he led his men into the field, was on good 
terms with the Rozvi king. Having killed a troublesome rhinoceros in Rozvi 
territory with one of his poisoned arrows, be earned himself the nickname 
of 'Chinamakutu' (the one with the quiver), from which the name Gutu was 
later derived. As a reward for this feat the Rozvi Mambo gave Mabwazhe 
some wives, who bore him three sons, Chirambamuriwo, Musarurwa and 
Mudambirirwa. Mabwazhe's friendship with the Rozvi king led to close ties 
with the Mbire priests at Matonjeni, who in tum began to exert considerable 
influence upon the successions of the Gutu chieftainship through the oracular 
voice of their High-God, Mwari. Of the Gutu degelates who were from then 
on regularly sent to Matonjeni to present Mwari with their pleas for rain, 
the majority were kinsmen of Mabwazhe. These vanyai (messengers) seem 
to have acquired a position of authority in relation to the Mwari high priests, 
due to their special standing with the Rozvi. 

Of the Mabwazhe descendants only Mudambirirwa had several sons. His 
second wife bore him Chaurura and Rutsate, two men who were destined 
to play an important role in shaping the history of the Gutu chiefdom. 
Chaurura's bouse (imba) grew into the numerically strongest tribal political 
unit in Gutu today. But we shall be mainly concerned with Rutsate, Chau­
rura's younger brother. He lived at Guwamatanga, not far from the present 
railway station Chatsworth (see map 2). At first he had no sons and could 
not hold his own against Chaurura's sons. So he moved from Gutu West in 
an easterly direction, crossed the Devure river and put up his kraal at Danda­
ware. A Hera Shava clan living under the leadership of Mheresi near Rut­
sate's kraal was left undisturbed. As Van der Merwe says: 'the vaGumbo 
tactfully sought to effect conciliation with the vaDuma and the vaHera by 
intermarriage of the royal families. '11 Rutsate in fact married Vamazikanda, 
a descendant of the former Hera Sbava chief, Mudakurewa. He also re­
ceived wives from the powerful Ndau (mutupo: Moyo; chidao: Sithole) who 
Jived to the south-east of Chipinga. 

11. Van der Merwe, in NADA, No. 14, 1936. 
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With the aid of his Ndau vatezvara (wife-providing in-laws), who were 
reputed for their bravery as warriors, Rutsate waged war against the sons of 
Chaurura. These small-scale civil wars undoubtedly caused considerable un­
rest and a shifting of the minor groups in the Gutu district. Chaurura com­
plained about the fighting. Yet he was forced to recognize the independence 
of Rutsate east of the Devure river since his younger brother had acquired 
sufficient power to subject and politically organize the splintered tribal 
groups within his own sphere of influence. Since Rutsate became known as 
a warrior who could defend himself, Chaurura somewhat depreciatingly gave 
him the nickname , of Chingombe (little ox); a name which inferred that 
Rutsate was 'just an animal' Thus the Chingombe chiefdom gradually came 
into being, eventually comprising the two wards of Mheresi's Hera Shava 
and Rutsate's vaGumbo descendants. 12 

It was only when the Nguni invasions confronted the Gutu inhabitants 
with a common enemy that the fissiparous segments of the Karanga-speaking 
tribes were welded into a unified people. Zwangendaba invaded the weaken­
ing Rozvi empire in 1830. His army consisted mainly of Swazi and Zulu 
refugees who had fled from Shaka's kingdom. The invaders penetrated the 
country from the south-east, leaving destroyed and looted villages behind 
them as they went along. Mabaiwemazha, the reigning Rozvi Mambo, was 
'skinned alive'13 and his forces scattered all over the country. But the Zwang­
endaba invaders soon moved northwards to establish themselves as various 
independent communities in contemporary Malawi and Zambia. In their 
wake followed the Ndebele under their king, Mzilikazi. They came from a 
southwesterly direction after they had clashed with the Boer 'Voortrekkers' 
at Mosega, where they had lived for some years following their expulsion 
from Shaka's domain. 

Having finally overpowered the Rozvi rulers, Mzilikazi established himself 
near the Matopos, where Bulawayo is situated today This became the royal 
headquarters of the Ndebele military state. THe Shona tribes in the immediate 
vicinity were subjected and their youths incorporated in the Ndebele impis 
(armies). Tribes further afield were regularly raided by the Ndebele, and 
the scattered Shona chiefs could offer no unified resistance. The Rufura 
tribesmen were constantly harassed by Shoshangane's armies from the east 
and Mzilikazi's warriors from the west. They managed at first to ward off 

12. Information concerning the historical background of the tribes in the Gutu district 
was obtained from the African Extension Officer, Mr. Vandira, the High-God cult mes­
senger, Munyai Vondo Mukozho and others. 

13. Gann, 1965, p. 30. 
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small raiding parties, but once they had become demoralized by the fighting 
power of the Ndebele, the chiefs sought refuge in the granite strongholds 
whenever an attack occurred. Mt. Rasa, near Chingombe's western border 
(see map 4), a mountain with steep granite flanks, proved an ideal strong­
hold for the Chingombe and Nyamande people. 'On one occasion' writes 
Van der Merwe, 'the Matabele laid siege to Rasa for a whole month. Famine 
also raged fearfully. Then the powers of nature came to the aid of the starv­
ing Vakaranga. A flash of lightning from the clear sky struck the camp of 
the enemy. A considerable number of benumbed warriors were left as an 
easy prey to the assegais of the V akaranga pouring down the mountain sides. 
The Matabele were profoundly impressed by what seemed so ostensible an 
intervention of Supernatural Powers on behalf of the V akaranga.'14 The Gutu 
inhabitants state that after this episode the Ndebele never returned in great 
numbers to their territory. As a result of the raids, the Karanga-speaking 
tribes under Rufura leadership achieved a greater sense of unity; but never­
theless the picture of tribal complexity was increased through the displace­
ment of Ndau, Tonga and other groups, some of whom remained in Gutu 
after the Ndebele threat bad passed. 

European traders and hunters started crossing the borders of Mzilikazi's 
kingdom after Livingstone's discovery of the Victoria falls in 1855. The 
lnyati mission station was founded by the London Missionary Society near 
Mzilikazi's capital as early as 1859, but it was only after the discovery of 
gold, and when Mzilikazi's successor, Lobengula, had 'signed away' the min­
eral rights in his territory in the much disputed Rudd Concession, that the 
Europeans arrived in numbers large enough to ensure a permanent European 
settlement. Lobengula was defeated in the Matabele war of 1893 and the 
Shona-Ndebele resistance broken with the repressions of the Rebellions of 
1896-7 

Instead of allowing the installation of another Ndebele king, the BSA 

Company Administration, which was the ruling power in the new colony 
unti11923, recognized a number of separate Shona and Ndebele chieftaincies 
whose boundaries were clearly defined in the course of time. In this way 
Sbona and Ndebele chiefs were placed on an even footing, and permitted a 
limited (civil) jurisdiction over their followers under the local control of 
European officials called Native Commissioners. Guramatanga, the senior 
son of Chaurura, who was acting as chief at the time of the risings, bad 
urged his followers not to take part in the fight against the Europeans. This 
fact, as well as his regular contact with the European administrators, led to 

14. Vander Merwe, in NADA, 1936. 
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his recognition as paramount chief of the whole Gutu tribal area. All the 
chiefs in the district acknowledged Gutu's leadership, although the Munyikwa 
descendants were senior to the numerically stronger group of Mabwazhe 
kinsmen. Each of them attained the position of sub-chief or headman, but 
in practice the forms of allegiance varied considerably, due to the variegated 
historical past. Chingombe, for example, had always proved to be somewhat 
of a rebel. Consequently he retained a relationship of semi-independence 
with regard to the Gutu paramount, a status which was about to be officially 
raised to that of an independent chieftainship when I left the district in 1967 

2. POPULATION AND TRIBAL DISTRIBUTION 

According to the final report of the April/May Census of 1962 in Rhodesia, 
the Europeans numbered 223,000 in contrast to the total African population 
of 3,618,000.15 Approximately 48 million acres of land belonged to the Euro­
peans and the Crown, whereas 42 million acres had by then been allocated 
to the Africans. The African areas mainly comprise three categories of land: 
a) Native Reserves (now called Tribal Trust Land) - set aside in terms of 

the Constitution, covering about 21 million acres; 
b) Special Native Areas (set aside by act of Parliament) - approximately 

13 million acres; 
c) Native Purchase Areas- approximately 8 million acres.16 

Of the total African population 51.1% lived in the Tribal Trust Land in 
1962, a figure. which rises to about 65.5% if the labour migrants who come 
and go between rural and urban areas are included in this category. Of the 
indigenous African population 19.2% lived in the European farming areas 
and only 15.3% in urban areas. In the Gutu district the total African popu­
lation was distributed in the different sectors as follows: 

TTL (Reserves) - , 100,130 
N.P.A. 10,410 
European farms 13,350 
'Urban area' 
Gutu township and Chatsworth 1,200 

Total: 125,090 17 

15. The 1969 preliminary report of census results (mimeographed report from the 
Central Statistical Office, Salisbury) indicates a population of 228,590 Europeans, and 
5,070,400 Africans. 

16. Rogers and Frantz, 1962, p. 189. 
17. Final Report of the April/May 1962 Census of Africans in Southern Rhodesia, 
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The vast majority of Africans are therefore still living in the rural areas, 
especially in the Reserves, with considerable numbers on the European and 
African (NP A) farms. Compared to most of the other Reserves in Rhodesia, 
Gutu has a large number of inhabitants, even though the ratio of 45 persons 
per square mile compares favourably with the 69 per square mile in the 
densely populated Goromonzi reserve. The approximate average of the whole 
of Southern Rhodesia, including the main town and cities, amounts to 24 
persons per square mile. 

Of the African indigenous population of Rhodesia more than 70% belong 
to the Shona-speaking peoples. They live throughout the country in varying 
degrees of density. The initial division of the country into the two adminis­
trative divisions of Mashonaland and Matabeleland therefore does not cor­
respond to the linguistic and ethnic distribution (see map 1). The border­
line demarcating Mashonaland stretches roughly from the Kariba gorge in 
the North, to Gwelo, and from there in a south-easterly direction to include 
the districts of Ndanga, Bikita and Melsetter. In Mashonaland proper the 
main linguistic distribution (according to the classification of Doke )18 com­
prises the Karanga or Southern Shona, the Zezuru or Central Shona, the 
Kore-Kore or Northern Shona, the Manyika in the Eastern Umtali and Inyanga 
districts, and theN dau in the Chipinga and Melsetter districts. The majority of 
the Ndau and considerable numbers of the Manyika-speaking people today 
live in the adjacent Portuguese territories. Of the Western Shona, the Ka­
langa in Plumtree district and the Nambzya at Wankie represent the main 
groups.'9 

Fortune estimated the Shona in the 1950's at 1,712,280 out of a total 
indigenous population of 2,221,000. His figures for the people speaking the 
main dialects are as follows: 

Kalanga 
Ndau 
Zezuru 
Karanga 
Manyika 
Kore Kore 

Salisbury, 1964, p. 57. 
18. Kuper, 1955, pp. 12-13. 

50,000 
60,000 

429,000 
615,000 
212,000 
336,880 20 

19. Prof. Murphree points out that the people referred to as Nambzya, prefer the 
designation Nambiya. The former term, which dates back to the period of Ndebele oc­
cupation, has derogatory connotations (personal communication - 1970). 

20. Fortune, 1959, p. 6. 








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































