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How do Ugandan secondary school teachers from diverse Christian traditions and 
tribes speak about their faith within the Luwero triangle? 

Philip Ball 
Abstract 

This thesis contends that there is a gap between the theological priorities of a 
school's teachers and theologies that inform White mission, postcolonialism, 
focused on binary distinctions and aspects of Uganda's ecclesial theology. This 
puzzle emerged from traumatic experiences that confronted my hitherto 
propositional faith. The research accessed Ugandan storytelling through a co-
constructed research methodology to address this vacancy. The ultimate objective 
was to unveil the teacher’s everyday theology through attentive listening. This 
empirical data modestly continues the postcolonial conversation with Ugandan 
voices at the fore.   

 

The research context is an educational community in rural Uganda, where I have 
had continual involvement since 2005. The school was resuming normal activities 
after a two-year hiatus due to the COVID-19 pandemic. My Whiteness and the 
activities I pursue as an NGO Director create a fluid outsider–insider dynamic. 
Reflexive attentiveness remained paramount. To inform my self-reflections, I 
analysed contextually relevant literature and maintained a research journal. This 
reflexive pursuit was critical because experientially, neither the themes of 
Whiteness nor colonialism would manifest overtly in the participants' accounts. 
That did not mean they would not be discovered hidden in their stories if I looked 
diligently. 

 

The teachers’ stories are captured using ten face-to-face interviews and a Talking 
Circle to cede narrative knowledge. The participants’ selection of ‘Key Informants’ 
to represent them was crucial in maintaining their voice. Data analysis identified 
eight interconnecting themes. These unveiled a peaceful and relational local 
theology. Together, they emphasise the collaborative nature of the “ordinary” 
miraculous whereby Christian communities participate in the saving actions of God.  

 

In addition to their transcribed stories, the teachers wanted a creative ‘takeaway’ 
from the research, which resulted in an unexpected aesthetic drift. We crafted a 
short poem to represent each motif using a hybrid Afriku-portraiture methodology. 
This achieved the aim of developing a theological cycle for ongoing community use. 
Such poetic knowledge challenged my experience of White missional theology and 
doctrines, where objectivity readily negates experience. Instead, the poems are a 
theological source open to creative imaginings.  

 

Whilst arguing that this research contributes relatable knowledge, participant 
numbers, context, and my subjective experience limit this claim. Further studies 
using a replicable approach would progress this research's findings.  
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Summary of Portfolio 

The assignments in my portfolio reflect a rapidly developing understanding of 

where my voice within practical theology resides. This body of work culminated in 

submitting a narrative research project for my thesis that attests to this journey.  

 

I started with a critical analysis of the work of John Swinton, which introduced me 

to the discipline of practical theology. Before this, I had a limited appreciation of its 

breadth. I chose Swinton's work because the former is privileged in the interplay 

between theology and the human sciences (Swinton and Mowat, 2016, 82f). He 

adopts this paradigm as a narrative rather than a propositional theologian. I found 

assurance in starting from this dialogical position. It was more familiar to my 

evangelical tradition than the other voices available for critique.  

 

This hermeneutic, whereby theology emerges from everyday stories mediated 

through the biblical text, was revelatory, opening a rich field of inquiry. Engaging 

with this methodology challenged my hitherto-held theology. This prioritised the 

search for objectivity in biblical propositions over the continuing pursuit of 

revelation. Additionally compelling in Swinton's work was its pastoral and ethical 

emphasis, where theological orthodoxy discloses itself in practice rather than 

prosaic doctrines.  

 

I used orthodoxy at this point in my studies as broadly as the tenets of faith, 

receiving wide acceptance across disparate Christian communities, such as the 

Nicene and Apostles' Creeds. I take this general meaning into the body of the thesis. 

Noting many subjects are not fixed and subject to empirical and cultural 

illumination (Astley, 156f). For example, the status and use of scripture are not 

referred to in the creeds of the early church. I discuss the subject further (pp. 204-

207) after considering a criterion for Ugandan missional practice. 

 

I investigated narrative theology further in my independent work on advanced 

qualitative research. I identified different branches within the discipline, including 
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story theology. This subject starts with biographical accounts as the source for 

theological reflection. This research required student collaboration and unveiled 

the importance of epistemologies in theological studies. Notably, when Christian 

practice requires cross-cultural hermeneutics.    

 

This epistemic shift continued in the literature review. I focused on how narrative 

theology confronted positivist epistemologies. My enquiries identified that practical 

theology could reside within a Christological metanarrative that is neither 

controlling nor destructive, yet remains pragmatically orthodox. Many narrative 

theologians consider biographies preeminent; therefore, I could identify with 

storied theology's potential as a contextual discipline, as Ugandans are also 

storytellers. 

 

The literature review consolidated my understanding that the propositional 

patterns that had formed the bedrock of my theology had universal rather than 

local intent. This developing understanding required further exploration as I 

continued to understand God as the ultimate reality. Through the narrative 

literature and the distinct theologies of fellow students, I accepted that this 

ontology had subjective qualities. Thus, I needed to fully appreciate the importance 

of social formation to this ontological understanding.   

 

My DProf journey progressed to reflective practice, moving from literature critique 

to an autobiographical reflection of my Ugandan experiences. This project was 

challenging because of my continuing struggle with post-traumatic stress disorder 

resulting from my work there. This assignment led in a different direction than that 

envisaged, developing an appreciation of the privilege my Whiteness afforded.  

 

Imaginatively returning to disparate Ugandan communities precipitated my 

understanding that race, context and theological beliefs interconnect. Whereas the 

literature review identified the synergy between narrative research methods and 

narrative theology, this reflective practitioner module added my formative 

experiences to the narrative paradigm.  
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Hence, my publishable article reflected a new understanding of my position as a 

White male working in a former colonised, Black majority country. This 

development engaged with the gap in mission. I discussed that the cause of this 

was the decontextualised positions of Euro-American Black and White theologies, 

juxtaposed with Africa's developing Christian theology. This is increasingly focused 

on its present socioeconomic factors over Black and White binaries. Reflecting on 

my Ugandan experience, I proposed that African Christian theology also required 

contextual work because it provides a theological framework. It is not possible to 

capture the diversity of expression available to the continent through a single 

theological lens.  

 

For that reason, the publishable article laid the foundations of my thesis. I 

developed this in my research methodology and ethics submission. This required 

approval from the Ugandan Christian University, Kampala, before final submission 

to the University of Chester. The methodology identified that ethical Indigenous 

research must be collaborative.  

 

My aim for undertaking the DProf in Practical Theology was to find a theological 

frame. I needed my complex experiences to have revelatory potential rather than 

difficult memories concealed in a “secular” box and largely forgotten. The profound 

change in the theological direction afforded by a practice-theory-practice paradigm 

is healing and transformative. It disclosed a reflective self that had hitherto been 

hidden.  

 

This transformation caused me to return to my Ugandan context with a 

decolonising objective. This journey recognises that such intent must be deliberate 

as it fails to evolve ordinarily, which is my concern with much postcolonial theology.  

The DProf has equipped me for this venture; I have found my voice. Instead of 

asking whether I am the right person to challenge continuing colonial patterns in 

missiology, I now reflect that I must add my voice to those of the Indigenous and 

speak into this theological space.  
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Abbreviations and Non-technical Glossary 

Abbreviations: 

ACT African Christian Theology 

DProf  Doctor of Professional Studies 

NGO(s)  Non-governmental Organisation(s) 

WTA  Wobulenzi Town Academy 

WMT White Missionary Theology 

 

Non-technical Glossary: 

I have used footnotes in the thesis to explain particular words. This non-technical 

list is for readers unfamiliar with more commonly used academic language. It 

explains straightforwardly how I have used these complicated terms. The aim is to 

help readers navigate the thesis: 

 

Term Explanation 

Epistemology How individuals and communities know things and how that 
knowledge is justified. This includes generational memory, 
reason and testimony.  

Exegesis Part of hermeneutics. It is reading the text aloud. It focuses on 
what the author said and meant.  

Hermeneutics Methodologies to interpret biblical texts. This includes 
grammatical and contextual analysis and application: What does 
the text mean for us today? We are more than readers, placing 
ourselves in the text. 

Heuristic Learning through doing 

Methodology The approach used to obtain and interpret narrative data. 

Methods The specific ways deployed to achieve the aims of the 
methodology. E.g. face-to-face interviews 

Ontology The nature of God (being) 

Pneumatology The presence and work of the Holy Spirit 

Reflexivity Self-examination to identify personal biases, beliefs, and 
interests. Without this discipline, research develops to reflect 
the researcher’s preferences; silencing participants’ voices.  

Soteriological  Concerning Christian salvation 
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FRONT MATTERS 

My thesis, informed by Ugandan experiences, is that White Christian mission has a 

theological gap. This results from decontextualised practice that fails to hear the 

narrative of African postcolonial theology. In particular, the ordinary theology of 

the communities they seek to work alongside. I use the theology emanating from 

local storytelling and relatable literature to bridge this disparity. I look to these 

sources to build cultural bridges that move the White missionary from stranger to 

neighbour in Ugandan communities.  

 

I approach this thesis within the structures of practical theology. The essence of this 

discipline is "theological reflection within the human experience of life with God" 

(Swinton & Mowat, 2016, 6). In my context, stories of a Ugandan community 

provide the accounts for this process. They stand on their own merit as a 

theological wellspring, and then I add my self-narrative and the literature to act 

dialogically with them.  

 

To foreground the collective voice of Ugandan teachers, I engage with literature to 

build on my experiential foundations. This intent bridges gaps in my knowledge, 

enabling the research’s development, my conversations with participants, and the 

subsequent analysis of their stories (Bold, 2012, 99f). If I fail to engage with the 

literature meaningfully, my ability to ethically analyse the data and understand its 

implications would negate the theological importance of the research’s cultural 

context. 

 

Research Intent  

Aims: 

I focus on how narratives contribute to knowledge. I accomplish this through 

community research by providing a conducive environment. This encourages 

teachers to "draw, [their] own picture and invent their own grammar" (Tuhiwai 

Smith, 2021, 161f). These stories are considered individually and interconnectedly 
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because humans are "storytelling animal(s)"(MacIntyre, 1981, 216). Each life is a 

narrative that relates to the experience of others.  

 

The first aim is to give the teachers' stories epistemological privilege when bringing 

biographical, cultural, and Christian motifs into dialogue. This prioritising is critical 

in anti-colonial research because it is within their individual and community story 

that other worlds can be domesticated (Reck, 1993, 8).  

 

The second aim is to undertake a theological reflection. To do this, a research 

paradigm is created where the teachers' oral stories distinctly identify their 

theological priorities. I identify where these stories inform or challenge my Christian 

practice, White Missionary Theology (WMT)1 and African Christian Theology (ACT). I 

use the reflection to determine where imperialism remains, or in the case of the 

African perspective, where the stories add to its inculturated theological journey.   

 

The third aim is to develop a research methodology whose knowledge is owned by 

the Ugandan community where it was formed. At the same time, I seek its 

relatability to White missiological practice. I use narrative praxis to build new 

knowledge by unveiling positive and negative values (Ballard and Pritchard, 1996, 

71f).  

 

In this thesis, I use the term ‘praxis’ to mean the process of theological reflection on 

experiences, which results in ever-closer alignment with Christ's character. Using 

stories to develop theology in this way is credible because they contain greater 

meaning than formalised standpoints that claim to be "objectively true” (Ricoeur, 

1967, 5).  

 

Theological reflection on dialogue compels a deeper understanding of self and 

those we converse with (Geertz, 1984). This is a subjective exercise, so it confirms 

 
1 I use the abbreviation WMT to describe the decontextualised theology I observe informing White 
Missionary activity in Uganda. I develop this in the literature review. 
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the importance of maintaining research reflexivity, which identifies the final aim. I 

must be continuously self-aware of the potential to influence the participants’ 

stories and their analyses so they say what I instinctively want them to.  

 

This project has disparate readers, so without this integrity, I could jeopardise the 

potential for Ugandans to speak clearly to their communities and to reach readers 

beyond.    

 

Objectives: 

I want the teachers to find value in sharing their stories, using familiar patterns and 

descriptors. I envisage their collective narrative providing foundations for 

developing an inculturated theology. This reflects the community's everyday 

Christian faith, distinct from ecclesial or other external expectations. Ultimately, 

they must feel empowered and free to change the direction and presentation of 

their stories in unexpected ways. I anticipate further methodological challenges as I 

engage with them. 

 

To this end, I add my voice to the participants, using my fluid community position to 

speak to White missionaries. The intent is to provide a means for thoughtful 

dialogue. That said, the research methodology, methods, analysis and 

interpretation are not generalisable. The potential readers of this thesis operate in 

diverse environments with different goals; therefore, they are relatable knowledge 

sources (Osmer, 2014, 64).  

 

The sense of personal responsibility for this task comes from a developing 

acknowledgement that the theological consensus of White missionary activity in 

Uganda lacks a critical assessment of its practices and structures. Resultantly, it self-

perpetuates Whiteness from one project to the next. That being so, the relatability 

of my research methodology is a final objective. It invites White missionaries to 

engage with this omission through practices it has not conceived.  
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Keeping this intent in view, I now detail the research environment. It starts with the 

NGO ServeDirect2. It then discusses the geo-social location, Wobulenzi Town 

Academy, and how I became involved with the incredible community that has 

positively impacted my life. 

 

Research Context and Key Questions 

ServeDirect: 

I have developed a close bond with Uganda over 26 years. I started this relationship 

by working on Christian-sponsored short-term projects lasting up to 3 weeks. I 

assembled teams comprising those connected and disconnected from the Christian 

faith and matched their skills with community needs. My construction abilities were 

used to help build and refurbish buildings. 

 

I first assembled and led a team to Uganda in 1998. This involved the renovation of 

a dilapidated primary school. The pupils were suffering from a mobility and 

sometimes life-threatening condition commonly known as “jiggers”, a parasitic skin 

disease (Jawoko, Jan 11, 2011). The concreting of floors was a preventive measure 

for this, in addition to being structurally important.  

 

A sizeable international church on the French-Swiss border supported the NGO I 

was helping as an affiliate. This was my local church, as I lived and worked on a 

large civil engineering project in the greater Geneva area. I did not discern anything 

profound about this first venture; the team had the necessary skills, time, and 

resources to complete the task. As conservative evangelical3 Christians, this was 

simply a matter of joining with like-minded others in a different country as 

ingenious neighbourliness.  

 

 
2 When discussing ServeDirect I am speaking from personal perspective. I am not representing the 
organisation in this thesis. 
3 This tradition is identifiable with David Bebbington’s (1989, 2-3) “quadrilateral” of conversionism, 
activism, biblicism and crucicentrism, bound together by the Holy Spirit’s work (Larsen, 2007, 10). 
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Within that historical-present context, discussions regarding the power and 

privilege imbued with our Whiteness were not determinants for a theology of 

mission. The racial naivety in my reflexive summary (p. 55) remains seemingly 

typical. Over the next decade, I undertook several trips, partnering with a different 

Christian NGO each time. These were predominantly in Uganda, but not exclusively.  

 

Nothing immediately observable suggested Christianity was not identifiable with 

universal language and meaning. I participated with local communities, spoke about 

faith informally with those I worked with, and preached in their churches. I 

approached these activities just as I would in the UK, albeit sometimes my 

preaching was translated by a local church member. 

 

In 2005, I was building a house for the owner of another run-down school in 

Uganda. A close friend and I were introduced to the principal, which marked 

ServeDirect's beginning. We are its co-founding Directors. ServeDirect is now a 

Ugandan-registered NGO and has charitable status in the UK. Its work in Uganda 

includes: ‘Connect’ centres that provide resources for impoverished primary 

schools, a registered and staffed community health centre (The Rock) and the 

secondary school Wobulenzi Town Academy (WTA). The latter provides the specific 

research context.  

 

The school on that first encounter was educating pupils who were previously living 

in displaced persons camps, mainly due to the barbaric activities of the so-called 

Lord's Resistance Army (LRA).4 Although the students had missed much schooling 

and were used to living in camps with no established routines, they assimilated 

incredibly well into this community. Amongst the grief, the school’s leadership 

displayed “violent activism”, not as a broad movement, but focused on creating a 

new community out of dislocated fragments (Katongole, 2017, xiii).  

 

 
4 The LRA used terror to “render Uganda ungovernable”. They abducted children for sexual 
exploitation and used them as child soldiers (Dunn, 2004, 139-142).  
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Their faith and that of their teachers, long framed by traumatic experiences, 

impacted mine most significantly. In contrast to my specific experience of 

propositional Christianity established in White and safe environments, they 

expressed their faith assuredly using cultural narratives that were central to their 

worship, not an aside or supportive function to preaching. These included 

testimony, wisdom sayings and dance. I had observed testimony and dance as part 

of a ’special’ church service, but not as a common and integral expression of faith.  

 

Over three years, the site was improved to accommodate growth in student 

numbers and the country's developing school curriculum requirements. It was 

evident that the WTA would continue to grow. Consequently, a new school was 

constructed on land already purchased for food production. This followed multiple 

discussions with WTA’s leadership and that of the community.  

 

Presently, we have circa 45 teachers educating and caring for theoretically5 600 

pupils. 50 per cent of these live on-site in provided accommodation. The 

community health centre for staff, pupils and the local population was developed 

adjacent to the school. This has also continuously increased the services it provides. 

Since constructing the first school buildings, there has been provision for science 

and practical IT skills, a well-resourced library and land for agriculture and sports.  

 

Financially, ServeDirect supports capital expenditure on material assets such as 

school buildings rather than schemes to support individuals, for example, child 

sponsorship or bursaries. For specific reasons such as the pressures wrought by 

COVID-19, we broaden our financial remit for a limited time. This is the preferred 

arrangement with the school’s senior leadership team.  

 

Technically, we are asked to help with educational initiatives such as teacher 

development and resource extracurricular activities during examination times. We 

 
5 I use the phrase “theoretically” because post-COVID, these numbers are more than 800 as many 
schools could not sustain themselves in their prolonged lockdown and remained closed.  
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also oversee building works. Where competent to do so, we support additional 

requests from the school’s Director if he identifies a specific knowledge gap in his 

staff.  

 

ServeDirect has a volunteers’ house where its Directors, trustees and visiting team 

members stay. This facility is also adjacent but segregated from the school for 

security and pastoral reasons. For example, first-time visitors may witness or hear 

things that cause them distress. We have found through experience that having 

quiet surroundings to debrief and provide an emotionally safe space is helpful.  

 

In addition, ServeDirect participates in the students' Christian activities by 

invitation. This is a student-led group. Their programme entails Bible studies, 

leadership training and pastoral guidance. The leaders of this also run the school's 

church service on Sundays under the supervision of those teachers who live on-site 

during school terms. This is the only church that the students attend, which follows 

a charismatic style of worship with the occasional visit from a lay preacher. The 

teachers not on duty go to their local village churches. 

 

There is no routine provision for teachers to discuss faith similarly, as this is 

uncommon in Ugandan school environments. The teachers have also faced complex 

experiences, but their voices have not been heard by us similarly. Listening to 

teachers' faith stories in this research is a step in filling this relational gap.  

 

On request from teachers, I have provided theological training in areas such as 

prayer or Christian teaching, either on a particular subject or section of scripture. 

These are undertaken outside of school hours. This pedagogy corresponds to my 

work at the invitation of local pastors of small independent churches, developing 

local resources to support church life in neighbouring communities. The familiarity 

of the teachers’ Christian terminology in their stories and analysis may reflect the 

training and conversation I and others have held at the school. 
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Wobulenzi Town Academy: 

Wobulenzi Town Academy6 (WTA) was named after its original location, which is a 

subdistrict of Luwero. Despite its relocation closer to the main town, also called 

Luwero, it kept the original name. This decision was not only due to the 

complexities and expenses associated with re-registering. It had already built a 

positive reputation due to its work in rebuilding young people’s lives.  

 

Luwero lies 65km North of the country’s capital, Kampala. The district was the 

location of fierce fighting in the mid-1980s between the forces of the then-

president, Milton Obote and the now-incumbent Yoweri Museveni of the National 

Resistance Movement. The insurgency became known as the ‘Bush Wars’, and the 

area where the fighting took place was called the Luwero triangle, hence the use of 

this descriptor in the thesis title. Luwero’s environs have a population of c500,000 

comprising 11 major tribes (Luwero District Website, 2024). WTA is in the small 

village of Lukomera. 

 

Luwero’s common vernacular is Luganda, but English is its official language, as is the 

case for the rest of the country (Luwero Website, 2024). Although the school is 

located in Luwero, the majority of students do not come from the region and do 

not speak Luganda. A multitude of tribal languages are heard. As a result, not only is 

the school’s working language English, but its use as the ‘social’ language is 

promoted for community cohesion. 

 

Uganda was a British protectorate from 1896 to 1962 and today has a population of 

49 million. It has a comparable landmass to the UK and borders with Kenya to the 

East, South Sudan (North), the Democratic Republic of Congo (West), Rwanda 

(southwest), and Tanzania (South); therefore, it is landlocked. It consists of 39 

tribes, the largest of which is Baganda, comprising 16.5% of the population (The 

Ugandan Guide).  

 
6 See Appendix C, for a map of Uganda showing the location of the school and the extent of the 
‘Luwero triangle’ 
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ServeDirect and WTA are two distinct entities. The Director of the school, who is 

also an advocate of the High Court of Uganda, confirms they have “separate 

organisations, administration and management” (Opio, Research Letter, 31 July 

2024). The former deals with the provision of facilities and, at WTA's request, 

supports their staff development “to strengthen our ability to deliver good and 

effective service to our learners”. Although the two parties discuss such provisions, 

“WTA remain the owner of such decisions” (Opio, 31 July 2024).  

 

WTA operates under the laws of Uganda and the Ministry of Education and Sports. 

Guidance on how they comply with legislation and with curriculum requirements is 

provided by the school’s policies and procedures. The provision of education within 

these parameters is the school’s administration alone. 

 

As a government-registered school, it is obliged to follow the national curriculum 

for secondary education. This mirrors the British systems of the 1980s (Takako, 

2011, 6). Although a private institution, the school is not registered as a Christian 

entity, as the leadership insisted there must be no boundaries to belonging. The 

staff reflects the country's faith demographic of circa 84 per cent Christian, 14 per 

cent Muslim and 2 per cent other (Ingham et al., 2021).  

 

The Christian teachers are further statistically representative through their Church 

affiliations: 39 per cent Roman Catholic, 32 per cent Anglican, 12 per cent 

Pentecostal/charismatic7 and three per cent other (Ingham et al., 2021).8 The 

school’s charismatic group is observably growing, reflecting the country's empirical 

data. The statistics suggest a move away from institutions established during 

colonialism (Martin, 2001, 52).  

 

 
7 I am using the term Charismatic as there are congregations in the “traditional” denominations who 
have independent Charismatic groups. 
8 At the time of the research full-time Christian teacher Christian afilliation was: 19 Catholic, 16 C of 
U and 10 PAG 
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African Pentecostalism is a progressive movement that rejects the historical 

controlling influences of denominational Churches (Jones, 2011, 502). The students 

seemingly reflect this move to Charismatic worship more so than the experienced 

teachers. Whether this is born out empirically or has any bearing on their 

articulation of faith may be revealed in the teachers' narratives and responses to 

inductive questions.  

 

The teaching team at WTA has become increasingly professional as the school has 

developed physically and technically. In the beginning, this was a small group of 

part-time teachers with two full-time members. This included the present school 

Director. They focused on the ‘basics’, attempting to comply with the then-limited 

school curriculum as its resources would allow. Most of all, it provided a haven for 

internally displaced students, so pastoral support was at the fore.  

 

It continues to have this role, but the idea of a haven has expanded as the 

demographic has changed to serve students and teachers from across Uganda. It 

now means a safe space from poverty, corruption, familial tensions, the daily 

search for food, and poor or no education. This description reflects the Biblical 

narrative, where a haven is a place of safety and shelter for ships, but also used 

metaphorically to describe God’s protection and provision. It is related to peace, 

rest and divine security (Ps 107:30; 18:2; Mt 11:28-30; Jn 10:11). 

 

The present staff are, for the most part, employed full-time, increasingly subject 

specialists who teach up to A levels. The pastoral ethic of the school remains a core 

value. Teaching goes beyond the curriculum, helping the students prepare for life 

after their time at WTA finishes. Reflecting this enhancement is their request for 

visitors to share their experiences and skills. They are open to hearing new ideas to 

develop their general knowledge so they can pass it on to their students. 

 

The importance of this community cannot be overstated. As many teachers now 

live on-site, they also exemplify community through their socialising, sharing, 

peaceful coexistence and commitment to the school’s success. It not only 
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establishes the school’s culture, but this cohesion has resulted in several pupils 

returning to WTA as teachers. The sense of belonging is strong, attracting staff and 

students away from their communities, often from significant distances. This 

journey can take many hours or even days by coach and then boda boda 

(motorbike taxi). These teachers often have good schools closer to their homes, but 

choose to return to their ‘new’ community. 

 

WTA is not a ServeDirect community; it is a Ugandan community to which we are 

invited and belong. When they heard I was seeking their approval to research with 

them, it was not just the teachers’ ongoing academic interest that was stirred. It 

was a request from someone who already participates in their life. Following their 

positive response, I asked about their enthusiastic approval. It was not informed by 

power dynamics but by Ugandan neighbourliness (Opio, Research letter, July 31, 

2024). I have this topic in mind running through the thesis. 

 

The teachers’ experiences are the thesis’s primary theological focal point, and I 

want them in view throughout. When constructing the research’s technical 

groundwork, I must not lose sight of them as individuals who form part of a close-

knit community. Therefore, before advancing further, I introduce the teachers 

confidentially in advance of their role as research participants. The Christian 

affiliation comprises 4 Roman Catholic, 3 Church of Uganda and 3 Pentecostal 

Assemblies of God;9  

 

Participant 1: 

Distinguished, assured and detailed. They have a deliberate conversational style but 

also display the introspection of one with complex familial and theological 

experiences that have challenged their faith and cultural traditions. 

 

 

 

 
9 I have not assigned Christian affiliation to the participant to maintain confidentiality (P. 76) 



 

23 
 

Participant 2: 

Mainly focused on how faith and family intertwine. Uniquely, they prefer the 

security of the safe space of a classroom, not wanting to be perpetually disturbed. 

This is a regular occurrence accompanying their role. At the end of the interview, 

they uncommonly asked me questions about my faith, family and culture. 

 

Participant 3: 

A most resourceful and patient individual and a natural leader in the Talking Circle. 

Less dynamic in the face-to-face interview than I anticipated. However, they were 

the most animated and eloquent when discussing the poems and their broader 

meaning, specifically how they spoke to the recent history of Uganda. 

 

Participant 4: 

During the group discussion, they said they thought I was distant before the 

research. However, our interactions and the process changed that dynamic; an 

example of how time and a different form of communication help someone move 

from stranger to neighbour. Personable and vibrant throughout, they respect their 

inherited theological tradition but are deeply troubled by its leaders' ethics and 

direction. 

 

Participant 5: 

Infectious smile, full of life and vitality, despite what life has brought their way. A 

person everyone wants to converse with, and the interview needed little in the way 

of prompts and secondary questioning. Speaks enthusiastically about the 

community and how the faith displayed in the school has matured. 

 

Participant 6:  

They were cautious at the start of the interview. However, they gained confidence 

when they understood that the objective was not to test their faith or theological 

knowledge but to explore it from their perspective. They are excited about the 

spiritual and miraculous that they observe every day. 
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Participant 7: 

A leader who spoke assuredly and confidently challenged me if they thought I was 

progressing too quickly, and perhaps missed the importance of a point raised. Broad 

knowledge of various Christian traditions, having been an active Christian during 

higher education. 

 

Participant 8: 

A shorter interview because they were concise, less expansive and animated in their 

storytelling than is usual in oral communities. They spoke earnestly about their faith 

and the problems facing the faith of Ugandan communities. Their main concern is 

the quality and quantity of their local church leaders, and how this leads to an 

increasing gap between the church and the community. 

 

Participant 9: 

A public theologian, speaking of their desire to see matters of faith taken seriously 

in society. Even though their character is open and friendly, these concerns visually 

manifest when discussing certain subjects. Their experiences inform this 

thoughtfulness.  

 

Participant 10: 

Warm, polite and quiet at first. However, the conversation became illuminated once 

they understood that I wanted their unembellished testimony. Describing 

themselves as a “peasant” and the “first to be educated in their family” gave them 

self-dignity and thankfulness. A mustard seed that flourishes in prayer.  

 

Having situated the research contextually, I now expand this frame of reference by 

advancing pertinent literature. 

 

Literature Review 

In the introduction, I theorised that there is a theological gap between a 

decontextualised White theology and postcolonial theology. There are also 
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misalignments between these and the ordinary theology of local communities. I 

frame the literature review to explore such fracturing. 

 

For this thesis, reviewing the quantity and richness of relatable literature that 

speaks to this tension is unrealistic. I restrict my focus to White Christian theology 

of mission and African Christian theology, particularly its narrative forms. I have 

chosen this sequence because my experience suggests that neither Whiteness nor 

colonialism will be a primary feature of the teachers’ experiences or concerns. I 

tackle the White missionary pursuit in Uganda ‘upfront’ so it informs the research 

pattern throughout.  

 

I access these sources using the research aims and objectives to delimit my critique 

further. As a project in practical theology, I draw on scholarship that is experience-

formed. It is here that the gospel is "grounded, embodied, interpreted and lived 

out" (Swinton & Mowat, 2016, 5).  

 

I note at the outset that there is a lack of specific, empirically-led Ugandan critique 

of the White missional arena currently operating in its rural communities. Where 

present, I use these as a dialogue partner for my reflections. This theological dearth 

is due to Ugandan priorities and the lack of recognition that these contributions 

might receive amongst the more prominent academies of neighbouring countries 

(Prof. Byaruhanga & Hughes, Personal communication, January 6, 2022).  

 

Of course, there are eminent Ugandan theologians who speak to their postcolonial 

milieu technically and more broadly: Christopher Byaruhanga (History and Theology 

of the Ecumenical Movement in East Africa), Zac Niringiye (The church in the world), 

John Mary Waligo (Inculturation) and Emmanuel Katongole (Born from Lament). 

Katongole’s work echoes the specific concern of this thesis: the connection 

between traumatic stories and how they become theologies of hope.   

 

Alongside these African voices, there resides a significant catalogue of work by 

White theologians using their situated knowledge of the African Christian context: 
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John Parratt (Reinventing Christianity: African Theology Today), Paul Kollman and 

Cynthia Smedley (Understanding World Christianity: Eastern Africa), and Jonathan 

Ingleby (Beyond Empire). Particularly germane to my context is Joseph Healey and 

Donald Sybertz’s recognition of narrative in African theology (African Narrative 

Theology). In addition, the engaging empirical work done in a Roman Catholic 

community in Northern Uganda by Todd Whitmore (Imitating Christ in Magwi) 

provides a closely relatable source. Along with the work done by Euro-American 

Black theologians, I am not without critical voices.  

 

I note to the readers of this work that although traditional African understandings 

of God are gender-neutral, I am using masculine pronouns. This is consistent with 

the language patterns of the community’s ordinary theology and their conservative 

approach to Scripture. 

 

Whiteness and White Missional Theology: 

In this work, I use capital B and W for Black and White. This follows the referencing 

guides for racial and ethnic groups; identifying them as proper nouns (APA 

guidelines, 2021). More contextually important is that these groups are "historically 

created racial identities" (Appiah, 2020). Therefore, I also follow this convention 

because Whiteness remains entrenched.  

 

First, I must explain how I use the term ‘Whiteness’ to encapsulate what I 

determine are the interrelated motifs of normativity, supremacy, privilege, 

colonialism, and racism.  

 

Whiteness: 

My experience is that within Christian circles, the commentary on Whiteness points 

to this being a problem for secular institutions. The assertion is that the Christian 

faith prevents such actions.  

 

Whiteness entails normative claims and unveils itself when communities are 

identified as ‘other’ because of their skin colour and culture. At the same time, 
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White practitioners fail to imagine themselves in similar categorical terms. Jennings 

(2010, 150) speaks of White Christians' failure to engage with Indigenous cultures 

because they presuppose that their epistemology is standard-setting; Black 

communities are assessed against the theology and practice of White people. This 

pattern reflects the same supremacist ideology that resulted in colonialism 

(Heaney, 2019, 20). It continues in postcolonial theology when faith is viewed in 

colour-neutral terms because of this objectivity.  

 

Reddie (2014, 18f) identifies this phenomenon as a ‘spiritual approach’ because it 

removes colour from Christian hermeneutics. It reflects the biblical concept of 

equality that all "are one in Christ Jesus" (Gal. 3:28). However, because 

metaphysically, humans are created imago Dei (Gen 1:27; Acts 17:28), Reddie 

(2014, 19) asserts that this is an illusory egalitarian philosophy as it is “unrealistic 

and theologically flawed”. The material form cannot be ignored in our interactions 

with each other and God; each is born within a particular visible skin.  

 

This is not only applicable to binary distinctions of Black and White. In Uganda, skin 

tone is a standard description used to differentiate between the Nilotic peoples of 

the North and the Bantu peoples of the South (Laruni, 2014, 2). It is not the noting 

of skin colour that is a problem, but the values placed on its significance (Wakiso, 

2014, 20). 

 

Observably, White Christians working in Africa are content to reside in and 

perpetuate the notion of a colour-blind theology. It challenges neither their 

privilege nor their epistemologies. This provides space for aversive racism to 

propagate.  

 

This passivity surreptitiously invites the Black person to become an honorary White. 

Their Blackness is erased because Whiteness affords unequal power and influence. 

This is a counter-narrative to James Cone’s (1970/1990, 124) invitation for White to 

become Black. 
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Supremacy and Colonialism: 

White supremacy is a philosophy that "centres on Whiteness". It pervades through 

structures that maintain the "social, political, and economic dominance of Whites 

and the oppression of people of colour" (Ramirez-Johnson & Sechrest, 2013, 13). 

White people are privileged because they are "atop the racial hierarchy" (Jennings, 

2010, 72).  

 

Connecting with this, colonialism imposes one world on another. It does this 

through the physical and emotional annexing and control of the land by non-

Indigenous people (Tyner, 2006, 47-49). However, placing postcolonialism within a 

foundationalist Christian framework provides a domesticating apologetic, enabling 

its tropes to continue (2010, 72).  

 

Racism: 

Racism groups people as either superior or inferior depending on racial categories. 

This genus includes aversive racism, where unconscious biases remain despite 

holding overt principles of racial equality (Schaefer, 2008, 1114-1115). I argue this is 

the overriding characteristic of racism in WMT. It makes my task of relatability to 

the White mission sector more difficult. I am developing a conversation with those 

potentially unaware of its direct relevance to their practice.  

 

Despite impartiality being an overt biblical principle of mission (e.g. Deut. 10:17; 

Mark 12-13 and Eph. 2:14), racist actions are justified inattentively by factors other 

than race (Pearson et al., 2009, 317f). An example is within group dynamics, 

whereby the unique contribution of Black voices is lessened because of 

predetermined White missional priorities.  

 

Whiteness unites these motifs because the research's prime mover is freeing 

Ugandan voices from theological normativity as it subdues inculturated 
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revelation10. In this research, I attempt a paradigm shift, accessing Uganda's 

narrative culture. Here, sharing oral stories advances theological understanding as 

"we sit and listen" to one another (Whitmore, 2019, 143).  

 

White Missional Theology: 

This is not a thesis on missiology, but I must provide a foundational appraisal. I do 

this because my research motivation is decolonising WMT through Ugandan stories. 

Missiology is a complex multi-disciplinary field, including medical, engineering, 

legal, education, politics, and theology. I confine my critique to the latter because, 

although everything is theological and can reveal God’s character, theology has 

already started this reflective work (Eyeons, 2017, 158).  

 

My use of literature concerns missiology's colonial drift, which resulted from White 

theology's philosophical realignments. During the European Age of Reason, race 

became a scientific category of human difference (Akintunde, 2018, 101f). Distorted 

racial categorisations were arranged according to physical and spiritual metrics 

(2018, 102f). This replaced biblical genealogy as the primary way of considering 

race, and in doing so, Jesus lost his Jewish identity (102f).  

 

Such scientific reason became the final mediator of religion and ethics, and the 

effect was that White missionaries melded reason with Christianity as a sanctified 

power. The binary scale between White and Black and Jesus’ new Whiteness 

enabled the missionary venture to expound a superior theology (Jennings, 2010, 8 

& 32). 

 

I add my voice, identifying the journey that missiology must take towards a 

reflexive postcolonialism. My Ugandan encounters contribute to this progressive 

discussion because they are informed by reflexivity and experiential encounters.  

 
10 I use ‘revelation’ here in a narrow sense: The use of stories to reveal God’s character; not for 
knowledge’s sake, but for a response that makes a positive difference (Thiemann, 1941/2000, 3). 
The Christian searches for these questions because revelation is not fixed (Bruner, 1947, 126).  
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In contrast, non-Indigenous organisations have reductive bibliocentric methods for 

theological reflection. Notably, they lack the tools for a self-reflective critique that 

unveils normative biases and resulting power inequality. The outcome is a theology 

that makes “little or no sense at all” to the receiving community 

(Agbonkhianmeghe, 2010, 4). Orobrator Agbonkhianmeghe is a Nigerian Roman 

Catholic priest who asserts that all modern theologies are contextual (2010, 4). 

From this perspective, all claims of objectivism reflect imperialism.    

 

WMT has a collective ambivalence concerning the causes of its historical practices 

and how they persist in the present. At face value, this pattern transpires 

contemporarily because it is easy to conceptualise colonialism's demise. The 

missional environment uses increasingly racially inclusive language, and political 

autonomy is ostensibly a post-independence reality.  

 

Therefore, whilst academic conversations on the interconnection between race, 

colonialism, and theology are useful, they must reach outside Western academia. 

The discussion has to extend to those working practically in cultures not their own. 

This is a feature of this present work. 

 

A ‘turn’ to theory: 

I argue experientially that the present White missiological consensus in Uganda 

exports a Western propositional theological paradigm. This derives from White 

evangelical biblical primacy and the function of these patterns through ecclesial 

practice, which elevates preaching over other worship forms. I make this link 

because it is my experience of working in White-controlled missional arenas and my 

early Christian formation and practice11.  

 

This ideology can subvert the importance of cultural engagement as a gospel 

imperative, resulting in a sanitised faith that pursues granularity over embodiment. 

I argue that the latter looms large in the New Testament narrative because it has a 

 
11 I further elucidate the journey I have made from this point in my self-narrative reflection (p. 55).  
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relational pattern, which concerns restoring harmony between humanity and God 

and uniting peoples (e.g 2 Cor 5:18; Acts 2:5-13 cf Galatians 2:12). This living 

Christology is reflected in the Pauline axiom "to the Jews I became a Jew" and its 

altruism. Its motivation is responding to an invitation for help (1 Cor 9: 19-22 & 

Thompson, 1951, 19).  

 

The gospel inherently belongs to all people groups; it is not about replacing existing 

identities, but causing theological reflection on beliefs and practices. An example is 

the work of the Holy Spirit. I have witnessed that the object of this phenomenon is 

primarily equipping and sustaining belief. As will become apparent in this thesis, for 

Ugandans, the spiritual realm is more complex and tangible and thus the Holy Spirit 

similarly threads through all aspects of life (pp. 159-162). It does not have distinct 

functions. 

 

The primary object of missiology’s pre-Christendom preaching after AD 249 - 366 

was not salvatory as an end in itself, but neighbourliness that affirmed this status 

(Kreider, 1994, 8-10). During this period, the widespread persecution of Christians 

meant that public preaching was high-risk, so evangelism took other forms 1994, 8-

10 & Bixler, 1990, ‘persecution’). Instead of the public, the spread of Christianity 

was through relationships, face-to-face conversations and neighbourliness based on 

the sanctity of life (Dugan, 15 Nov 2016, ‘Cultivating Peace’). 

 

Church “practices and rites” were focused on embodiment so they could live 

peacefully with their ‘pagan’ neighbours (1994, 10 & 24). My meaning of 

‘neighbourliness’ concerns theological practice where human actions in a 

community ‘mimic’ the bodily gospel of Christ (Whitmore, 2019, 140). It is a story of 

incarnation, where Christ meets the needs of those from his community and its 

environs and peacefully confronts oppressive authorities. 

 

In contrast, WMT's prevailing normativity continues a destructive pattern, 

subverting the theology manifested by inculturated Christian practice. This model 

began with the Protestants' bibliocentric claim of theological superiority during the 
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European Reformation (Kollman, 2011, 425-458). It continued with European 

Enlightenment rationality's impact on Christendom and foreign missions, where 

spirituality and logic went hand-in-hand (Stanley, 2001, 1-2 cf Bosch, 1991, 269f).  

 

The result was an incremental redirect from a practice-to-theory model to one 

comprising a formal theory-to-practice trajectory (Kollman, 2011, 425-458 & 

Stanley, 2001, 1-2). This approach left missiology ill-equipped for the challenges of 

postcolonialism. It relies on non-inferential biblical claims to inform its practices. 

This insularity disregards practical reasoning, empirical evidence, storied 

experience, or culture as theological sources.  

 

Neocolonialism: 

This tension in White theology is not only a consequence of repressive formal12 

theologies. Its prevalence continues de facto through the in-country practices of 

White missionaries. Their regularising philosophy and practices dominate 

communities when left unchallenged.  

 

Most Christians working in the Ugandan mission field are neither academics nor 

operate closely with their organisation's hierarchies. However, they have 

confidence in the certainty imbued in their faith. This attribute synthesises 

Jennings' (2019) assertion that the criteria for Christian mission are developed 

theologically by practitioners who have their "own assured senses" of what 

constitutes orthodox practice.  

 

This confidence results in an ordinary13 theology developed within the White 

community working in Black majority countries. The literature and practices of 

NGOs in Uganda suggest the majority are conservative-evangelical, a term I am 

using in a specific sense. Through their gospel proclamations, they identify 

 
12 Formal theology is the contributions from the academy and ecclesial authorities (Astley, 2002, 98). 
13 Ordinary theology is the beliefs and means by which non-professional, non-academic believers 
express their faith. (Astley, 2002, 1).  
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traditions with a collective sense of a "divine mandate to save souls" (Barrett et al., 

2001).  

 

My observation of the size of this group within the faith-based NGO sector is 

supported empirically by the growth in evangelical-charismatic churches in Uganda 

(Census, 2016, 19). Added to this is the portion of the circa two billion budget 

invested in Africa annually, solely from US evangelicals (Hofer, 2003, 375-398 cf. 

Hearn, 2002).14 This environment enables the continuation of Western Christian 

constructs not through replication but through its new position afforded by 

financial power (Whitmore, 2019, 5 & 11-13; Heaney, 2019, 4 & Tuhiwai Smith, 

2021, 21& 27). The combination of the divine mandate and financial power 

identifies the character of White evangelicalism that my research engages.  

 

Uganda's mission-related activity is extensive. There are c2100 Euro-American 

NGOs registered in-country and 1872 registered in the UK with Ugandan operations 

(Mwesigwa, 2019). They work in a context where 84 per cent of Ugandans identify 

as Christian, of which 94 per cent believe religion is essential in their daily lives 

(NationMaster, 2014). These statistics make it difficult to conceive mission, 

predicated on the scriptural emphasis to make disciples of all nations. This is 

legitimised through the "great [Christian] commission" proposition (Matt. 28:16-

20). This conversion paradigm restricts the ‘reign of God’ to numerical terms, 

reducing the mission endeavour to the number of souls saved (Bosch, 1991, 5).  

 

White organisations continue with this aspiration, as if Ugandans' faith is fragile 

(Matt. 7:26-27). Where evident mission activity is associated with enacting limited 

biblical motifs, comprising evangelism through service, discipleship, and a narrow 

definition of worship (Kim, 2019). Typical of the latter is the introduction of current 

Western praise forms to Ugandan Christian gatherings. Ugandan narrative theology 

 
14 I could find no comparable figure for UK Christian organisations or more recent reliable financial 
data apart from funds specifically targeted as US evangelical priorities.   
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includes songs and dance, so this White intent may not only be insensitive, but 

culturally violent when promoted as ‘superior’. 

 

This model of mission is an example of colonial supremacy in the guise of 

postcolonial neighbourliness. The privileged set boundaries on the missional scope 

to elevate their theological priorities; I acknowledge that this can result from 

unconscious bias.  

 

Gladwin's observations (2017, 282) reflect this subterfuge, whereby WMT 

consistently attempts to "civilise imperialism". The continual refusal to recognise 

that Uganda can raise its own Christian workers who speak local languages and 

apply Indigenous narratives to specific contexts models this socialisation (Ojo, 2020, 

31-51). The retention of missional influence negates Ugandans' critical role in their 

country's early and present missional endeavours.  

 

The propositional theology that informs WMT finds consistency in ecclesial 

communities prioritising decontextualised written communication (Grenz, 1993, 

67). It readily causes fractures and uncertainty in orally biased communities, such as 

rural Uganda. Here, cultural meaning holds primacy as it did in the nascent Church 

(Dunn, 1987, 146-147). In that case, WMT cannot claim postcolonial status until it 

addresses the differences between oral and written cultures because systemisation 

constrains the former.  

 

I am not claiming that propositions have no value, as they express indicative tenets 

of faith. It is the separation of them from their biblical narrative and situational 

experiences and pronouncing them as "disparate and infallible" events that reflects 

a reductionist hermeneutic (Pinnock, 1990, 172). For this reason, communities are 

assessed against the theology and practice of White people's myth of propositional 

normalcy (Heaney, 2019, 2 & Bosch, 1991, 5).  

 

This hegemony continues the reign of colonial Christianity, which "presumes to 

speak for and about others" (Beaudoin & Turpin, 2014, 254). This precedent enacts 
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the European Enlightenment epistemology, which made race a "scientific, 

philosophical, and theological reality"(Akinade & Clarke, 2018, 104). Because of this 

racial hierarchy, White missionaries sit atop its structures as a "sanctifying power" 

(Ramírez-Johnson & Sechrest, 2018, 13). An elitism that removes the potential of 

developing a theology "born from African land, language, and culture" (2018, 15).  

 

Accordingly, it is a stumbling block to neighbourliness when White Christians today 

ask, "Why can't we leave the past and move forward?" (Anon, April 17, 2021). Such 

questions derive from Whiteness that readily separates or diminishes the 

importance of its colonial history from the present. This missiological reluctance 

cannot determine the future because it weakens the foundations of the theological 

bridges that need building between White and Black.  

 

Beyond colonialism: 

Intrinsic to any cross-cultural missional progression is a redirect towards attentive 

listening and away from proclamations and epistemological assuredness 

(Toritsemotse, 2020, 211-214). Listening is anti-colonial when its object is 

understanding how the values and traditions of the Indigenous have become 

central to self-understanding (Bohler-Muller, 2002, 89-91). It reverses the 

exportation of White theology, relinquishing categories of universalism that allow 

space for alternative truths.  

 

In doing so, it avoids monovocalism and results in the listener hearing stories with 

new perspectives and responding in culturally appropriate ways (2002, 89-91).  To 

be realised, this depends on the listener not re-interpreting or assimilating the story 

into their own.  

 

Rejecting "monovocalism" provides the impetus for a hermeneutic of 

“interdependence and plurality” (Bohler-Muller, 2002, 89-91). Plurality recognises 

that stories from different communities can synergise, whilst diverging at some 

points. The crucial point is not to force distinctions into a complementary narrative 

or leave differences undisclosed.  
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ServeDirect's strategy of developing relationships over a long period and with a 

single community shows how reversion to a practice-first theology can never be 

immediate. Experience suggests that any missional redirect is realised not as an 

abrupt turn in hermeneutical direction but as incremental progression or drift. This 

pattern reflects Ugandan culture, reflected in the African proverb “Patience can 

cook a stone.” Stones do not easily transform; this occurs as mutual understanding 

and trust develop. Attempting to outpace this order impedes the quest for 

neighbourliness because it interrupts Ugandan epistemology.  

 

For WMT’s neighbourliness to become liberative, it must stand amidst the spiritual 

and physical situations that hold people captive. This reflects the new interwoven 

humanity constituted in the gospel (Luke 4:18 & Farlow, 2012). Rightly pursued, 

WMT must engage with Ugandans' experience of oppression caused by the 

continuity of colonialist patterns (Holgate & Starr, 2019, 131). In doing so, it uses 

methods that confront prevailing Western biblical scholarship, seeking to fracture 

its tightly defined biblical missional warrant.  

 

This direction includes semiotics, poststructuralism, and postcolonial theory, which 

contextually develop biblical understanding (Sugirtharajah, 2002, 25). Semiotics 

seeks to free exegesis from the constraints of literal or other “approved” Western 

categorisations in the search for biblical revelation (Petrilli & Augusto, 2005, 90).  

Poststructuralism seeks experiential truth developing within communities 

(Williams, 2014, 1f).  

 

Both these disciplines are at work in postcolonial theory. This discipline identifies 

where the Bible is used to mandate colonialism and how, through the subsequent 

interpretive eyes of the colonised, it becomes reconfigured to its original liberative 

intent (Rukundwa, 2008, 339-351). Such a normative contradiction contributes to a 

broader theological perspective reflecting a "larger, rainbow-hued understanding of 

justice, theology and ethics (Haney, 1998, 2).” In doing so, missiology becomes 

liberative as it "inverses the role of an ideology" that justifies historic structures 

(Gutiérrez, 1974/2001, 56).  
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Without such a change, White missiology remains neocolonial instead of anti-

colonial (Xie, 1997, 9). Leaving the past unattended means old biases remain hidden 

under a veneer of gospel respectability. This venture needs WMT to release itself 

from the hermeneutical anchor afforded by its historic missional adventures. These 

stories silence Indigenous involvement and expression (Agbonkhianmeghe, 2010, 

4). If White Christian history does not unveil the truth of its past, then how can 

White mission function “truthfully in the present (Ingleby, 2010, xvii)?”  

 

To build cultural bridges, my research places the teachers and me in “media res” 

(Whitmore, 2019, 3-4). Starting in the middle of things is the natural position for a 

practical theologian to reside. Rather than a preconceived future idyll that 

dismisses the complex stories of others. In this research, I find the narrative turn in 

White theology a facilitative approach to such bridgebuilding, but it requires 

elucidation as it comprises a range of perspectives. 

 

 Western narrative theology: 

Those with an anti-foundational epistemology reject that there is a universal 

knowledge to which one can anchor other beliefs (Grenz & Franke, 2001, 29). Their 

theologians include George Lindbeck (The Nature of Doctrine), whom Shellnut 

(2018) identifies as the "Father of Postliberal Theology". Hermeneutically, they 

claim biblical scriptures as the primary theological resource. The human sciences 

are valued for informing theological reflection. As they reject the concept of a single 

unified belief structure, narratology rather than propositional exegesis enlightens 

their Scriptural hermeneutics. 

 

Alternatively, theologians, including David Tracy (The Analogical Imagination) and 

Paul Ricoeur (Time and Narrative), coalesce around the idea that stories are central, 

albeit a neglected genre from which essential religious "truths and practices" are 

communicated (Comstock, 1987, 688). They reject the argument that biblical stories 

uniquely provide theological understanding but agree that they are a privileged 

form of communication (1987, 688).  
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These theologians assert that scriptural narratives include fallible psychological, 

philosophical, and historical claims. Theological reflections must use these same 

disciplines as hermeneutical corrective devices. Summarily, they argue that 

narratives are neither a pure theological form nor self-reliant. However, they do not 

discuss how the “ordinary” Christian engages with this complex interpretive 

concept. As such, I argue that their approach has exclusive academic undertones.   

 

Finally, theologians such as Terrence Tilley (Story Theology) and Michael Goldberg 

(Jews and Christians: Getting our stories straight) recognise that propositional 

theology has a place. But because of this school’s emphasis on pastoral, spiritual 

and ethical issues, they identify them only as a starting point (Vähäkangas, 2009, 

41). Their concern is those propositional statements, which allow no room for 

metaphor and leave a story's meaning theologically undisclosed.  

 

Accordingly, propositional theology must update its propositions, a task made more 

complex due to objective claims. In contrast, their narrative theology seeks new 

ways of revealing the truths of the Bible's stories (Tilley, 1985, 14).  

 

The defining characteristic of Tilley’s epistemology is the primacy of autobiography 

as the prelude to theological reflection. It is not systematic, recognising the 

"provocative multiplicity" in Christianity; hence, stories should not be forced into a 

process (Tilley, 1985, 16).  

 

Each of these narrative perspectives can reside within practical theology because 

they value the lived experience theologically. I consider the latter to connect most 

closely with ACT and the invitation I have to speak to it.   

 

The story theology of Terrence Tilley prioritises biographies to yield theological 

knowledge. As narratives are a first-order language (Stiver, 1996, 154), this 

approach connects with Ugandan narrative epistemology. Biographies exemplify 

the Christian community as they identify through language patterns how the 

believer conducts and makes meaning of their life (McClendon, 1974, 22 & 143).  
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Narrative structures are essential to permit a “Christian pluralism that enables 

dialogue, conviction and growth” (Tilley, 1985, 211). This is not a relativist position 

but acknowledges that no single story is “true” in all circumstances. Socio-cultural 

factors change what an audience hears (1985, 211).  

 

The ethical dimension of biographical theology centres on a story's truthfulness. 

This is “graded” and described in the everyday vernacular rather than entering the 

philosopher’s debates on the subject (Tilley, 1985, 183f). The grading responds to 

questions such as: 

 

• Does it “represent [or reveal] the world”? 

• Does it “demonstrate faithfulness [] providing a model for constancy 

in seeking to tell the truth”? 

• Is “coherent with the corresponding facts”.  

 

This organisation agrees with the coherence theory of truth, which is the synergy 

between separate epistemological claims (Young, 2018, Chapter 1). I bring story 

theology to this research not as a superior epistemology, but because I want 

Ugandan stories to illuminate the discipline. Narrative theology in conversation 

with a conservative view of the Bible connects Ugandan and White Christians. I now 

observe how Africa’s theologians speak to this potential. 

 

African Christian Theology (ACT): 

This section only intends to capture the essence of ACT, as I want to bring its energy 

into conversation with the teacher’s stories in Chapter Two. 

 

African theologians agree that the continent’s theology needs new approaches. It is 

grappling with changing social and political priorities in its post-independence world 

(Parratt, 1995, 194f). These must not be formed from European presuppositions. 

This is for the arguments already stated, but also because White theology has 

developed within Christian and increasingly within post-Christian societies (1995, 
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195). It is informed by a complex and long historical ‘back-catalogue’, very different 

from the case in Africa.  

 

The nearest congruent to the African setting is the expansion of the first-century 

Church. Like Africa, Christianity was making its way into contexts with very different 

traditions to its own burgeoning story (Parratt, 1995, 195).  

 

Articulating a concise African Christian Theology (ACT) is difficult because searching 

for such a definition is a recent pursuit (Magezi & Igba, 2018, 1). Furthermore, there 

are many different emphases within ACT because, as a lived identity, it embodies 

the continent’s cultural diversity. I explore the literature using attributes of Healey 

and Sybertz's (1996, 20) “African narrative theology of inculturation”.  

 

I proceed with these narrative describers to order the discussion, bringing together 

the last three because they naturally adjoin. I do this whilst understanding that 

Africa’s Christian communities intend to go beyond the rules and traditions of the 

Church towards a complete transformation of the Christian life (Healey & Sybertz, 

1996, 17).  

 

Martey (1993, 69) identifies that the hope for African Christianity locates itself in 

the dialectical encounter between racial and sociocultural liberation. I add Christian 

tradition to this conversation. I do this not as a White import, but because it is a 

hermeneutic developing on African soil. This evolution is encountered in this 

subchapter.  

 

A distinctive feature of African Christianity is the centrality of scripture and the 

universal Church’s foundational doctrines in defining orthodox belief (Balcomb, 

2008, 2-3). That stated, the object of its theological development is not limited to 

understanding the Christian faith contextually but contributing to global Christian 

thought (Bediako, 1989, 432). This is not mono-directional. For ACT to flourish in 

this capacity, it must access biblical scholarship and “sound biblical exegesis” from 
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wherever it emerges (Nkansh-Obrempong, 2007, 143). This prevents it from 

becoming “sterile and bankrupt” (2007, 143).  

 

It has encompassed African diasporan, Asian, Black, and Latin American liberation, 

feminist, and Western theologies (Magazi & Igba, 2018, 4). As an African proverb 

states, “Wisdom is not found in one person’s head” (Anon.). I find a connection 

with this inclusive paradigm; there is an implied invitation to engage with ACT’s 

openness, not a prohibition because of Whiteness.  

 

The Bible's importance in ACT and WMT provides a basis for dialogue between 

Black and White Christians to construct a participatory missiology. Whilst in my 

experience, that remains evident, it is a concern that without inculturation, this 

could continue a modernist approach. Although contested, this was a product of 

the colonial epoch (McNeill, 1991, 3 cf. Bhambra, 2012, 78-81). Despite the 

potential for alignment, theology must remain a creative interpretive exercise 

unconstrained by “approved” methods (Veiling, 2005, 26f).  

 

With that strong qualification, I now turn to African theological liberation and its 

theological neighbour, inculturation, where I further develop its trajectory.  

 

African Liberation Theology:  

Nyamiti (1998:17-39) identifies African Black liberation and inculturation theologies 

as the two most established forms of assimilation in African formal theology. I focus 

on the latter as it more closely relates to my context. Generally, in the South African 

context, political emancipation was the key task. In the sub-Saharan African 

“North”, identity and culture were its primary concern (Balcomb, 2008, 8). This 

resulted in a “theology of being” (2008, 8 & West, 2000, 35).  

 

The theology of liberation starts with the understanding that humans suffer 

alienation, but God is particular in advocating for them. The Christian response to 

this reality foreshadows what God promises ultimately to do (Prov. 31:8-9; Isa. 56:1 

& Matt. 25:40).   
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The context of Africa’s Black liberation theology is the struggle for social and 

political transformation “south of the Limpopo” (Balcomb, 2008, 7-10). Its original 

object was to address the racial inequalities and oppression in South Africa. 

Although not mutually exclusive from inculturation, Black theology is overtly 

political, addressing the struggles of subjugated Black communities (Reddie, 2007, 

25-27). Despite its origins in South Africa, its relevance can emerge anywhere. It 

does not only exist in the context of White-Black binaries.  

 

Black Theology’s development in Sub-Saharan Africa closely connects with 

progressive Black and womanist theology. Its emerging voices seek to reconfigure 

its principles, using biblical narratives, such as the African slave woman Hagar, her 

son Ishmael, and their interaction with God (Gen 16: 11-16 & 21:14-21). This story 

repositions Black theology, with womanist theologian Delores S. Williams (1993, 15-

34) using Hagar’s experience to illuminate the narrative themes of Black survival. In 

this exegesis, improving the quality of life becomes the dominant liberation motif, 

replacing political emancipation from White supremacy as the prevailing criterion 

(Hopkins, 2005, 457f).  

 

ACT’s liberation theology increasingly concerns itself with socioeconomic and local 

political priorities, including the failures of Africa’s domestic postcolonial leaders 

(Ogbonnaya, 2016, 41). Such redefining coalesces with practical theology as it 

focuses on the present contextual realities of Christian life for many living in Africa.  

 

Inculturation: 

It is understandable why ACT’s immediate post-independence task was to 

Africanise her faith (Maluleke, 1988, 9-18). It was a White importation. Uganda was 

an exception to this direction, where inculturation has always been rooted. The 

factors contributing to this are the East African revival, which I return to at the 

section’s close, and its postcolonial history. The turmoil of political violence resulted 

in an ecumenical redirect, where Roman Catholic and Anglican leaders embraced a 

“prudent recalcitrance (defiance)” (Carney, 2017, 765-795).  
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It started with private lobbying and carefully crafted letters opposing violence to 

one of “prophetic presence”, standing for and with communities (2017, 765-795). 

Among this research’s community, Participant 3 recalls that when people were 

afraid because of the fierce fighting in the Luwero “Bush Wars” (p. 19) or caught 

out in the open with no chance of reaching their homes; “those church leaders 

opened their doors and welcomed anyone who needed a safe place”. 

 

Inculturated theologies aim to give dignity to the distinctiveness within creation. It 

aims to make Christ alive in local communities (Bediako, 1997, 426-430). This 

ideology means that all people are seen as connected through Jesus (Smedley & 

Kollman, 2018, 194). Similarly, and without regard to denomination, Christ is 

spiritually present in the sacraments (baptism, eucharist, etc). They are intended to 

be more than an individual blessing, but an invitation to the ongoing transformation 

of a community (2018, 194). These two concepts introduce the two key features of 

inculturation I have observed in Ugandan communities: spirituality and community. 

 

However, inculturation has been decried for not appreciating that culture changes. 

The marginalisation of women, ancestor veneration and a tribal caste system 

remain in some African communities (Balcombe, 2018, 192  & 204, & Okeke et al., 

2017). These are misaligned with scripture and Church tradition but are frequently 

left unchallenged (2018, 204). From a missionary perspective, Christianity was 

successfully inculturated into Western Europe and adapted to new Enlightenment 

thought (Stanley, 2007, 21). When this was exported to Africa without such 

socialisation, the problems that this research discusses took hold.  

 

Whilst theology can become too focused on culture, inculturation’s ideology is not 

against transformation: “Christianity and the host culture should not merge 

unchanged” (Agbonkhianmeghe, 2010, 7). This dynamic conversation encourages 

revelation, but the discussion must first recognise the host culture’s validity. In this 

interchange, there remains space for the outsider. They bring other experiences, 

offering the possibility of new connection points with the wider Christian tradition 
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(Schreiter, 2015, 22-25). This understanding provides a further invitation for my 

theological engagement.  

 

To bring this forward to the present, ACT must continue to separate itself from the 

rational claims of Western theological thought for its orthodoxy (Maluleke, 2005, 

489f). Its liberative development must be in service of the Church’s “folk 

mission”(2005, 487). This requires movement in the direction of its communities’ 

narratives and away from the safety of the academy.  

 

Conclusion 

In this introduction, I discussed the thesis’s intent, established its local 

environment, and reviewed the literature informing its postcolonial context. I take 

the themes of Whiteness, the situation required for Black and White to work 

together and the reverse narrative hermeneutical method into the methodology. I 

now outline the research structure to help the reader navigate my ideas: 

 

In Chapter One, I turn to the methodology. To start, I locate myself in the research 

and from there develop the building blocks to provide a rationale for the methods 

chosen. I detail how these were organised to produce a local theology and 

hermeneutical device relatable to similar cross-cultural practices.  

Chapter Two captures and analyses the research findings, which include an 

unexpected aesthetic turn, where the teachers' local theology is ultimately 

expressed in poetry.  

 

Finally, in Chapter Three, before concluding the thesis, I consider the research 

implications for my practice and the postcolonial subjects discussed in the literature 

review.  
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CHAPTER ONE  METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 

Methodology 

This chapter describes the research methodology and methods. I used my 

experience, Ugandan relationships, and the literature review to develop them. I 

describe Uganda’s religious and political landscape, providing experiential details on 

how this reflects itself in the school’s routines. Then, I locate myself in this research 

context and identify my philosophy, positionality, reflexivity, and research design. 

After that, I discuss how stories bring meaning.  

 

Religious and political landscape: 

I provide this historical, colonial and religious description so that the teacher’s 

stories can be considered within a broader framework. This enables the readers of 

this work to authoritatively evaluate their details within Uganda’s colonial backdrop 

(Leeds-Hurwitz, 2019, 2). However, I am cognisant of the potential for researcher 

bias and subjectivity informed by cultural assumptions, which can be used to 

support certain interpretations (Lee, ‘limitations’, 23 May 2025).  

 

In recognition of this, because Uganda’s history is complex, I focus on subjects I 

routinely encounter in conversations of faith: The ‘division’ between North and 

South, the coexistence of Islam and Christianity, Christian leadership and 

denominational perceptions.   

  

Socio-Political: 

In Uganda, the Nile River starts from the town of Jinja on Lake Victoria in the South 

and travels North to Lake Kyoga in the country’s centre. From there, it traverses 

North-West towards South Sudan via Murchison Falls and Lake Albert. The second 

part of its journey also marks a socio-political divide between the Bantu peoples in 

the South and the Nilotic peoples in the North. I continue to experience this 

‘division’ in contemporary political conversations, particularly during periods of 

political unrest, i.e. central political interventions in local concerns and elections.  
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Two significant examples of this separation are the financial support directed to 

Kampala after the bombing by the Al-Shabaab terrorist group in 2010, where I was 

present, and the continuing resourcing of the ‘Luwero triangle’, which was the base 

for military operations that deposed President Milton Obote (Hitchen, ‘The New 

Humanitarian’, 19 Sept, 2017). Contrastingly, the North is felt to be “pushed to the 

margins of government planning” despite the current one million refugees in the 

North fleeing conflict in South Sudan (Hitchen, ‘Migration’, 19 Sept, 2017). 

 

Historically, in the North, there were clan structures, whereas in the South, people 

groups were organised in what early European visitors identified as ‘kingdoms’ 

(Lyons et al., ‘Bunyoro and Buganda, May 17, 2025). Bunyoro-Kitara was the largest 

of these, but its influence waned following the rule of successive “Pacific 

chiefs”(May 17, 2025). At the same time, the neighbouring Baganda had a 

succession of “able and aggressive” Kabakas (rulers), causing its expansion and 

succession as the most powerful Kingdom in the region. It was in this Kingdom that 

the British colonial and aligning missionary endeavour was initially focused. 

 

The geography and the fragmented localised structures in the North resulted in it 

being raided by slavers from Egypt and Sudan (Lyons et al., ‘Bunyoro and Buganda’, 

May 17, 2025). The South repelled these attacks, but that did not prevent an 

emissary from the Egyptian government from reaching the Kabaka before Henry 

Morton Stanley, the explorer and colonial administrator, in 1875. The Kabaka, 

Mutessa I, anxious for allies, met Stanley and agreed that Christian missionaries 

from the Church Missionary Society (CMS) could work in the Kingdom, the first 

arriving in 1877 (May 17, 2025).  

 

However, the Kabaka was disappointed that these Anglican missionaries had no 

interest in military affairs. Two years later, Catholic missionaries arrived and 

propagated Christianity through the Kabaka’s inner circle. However, the threat of 

Egypt gaining a foothold in Uganda was stopped by Sudan. With the risk of conflict 

alleviated, missionaries from both traditions were now in positions to influence 

political and societal affairs (May 17, 2025).  
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At this juncture, it is noted that aside from the concern of Egyptian military 

engagement, Buganda, through its trading relationships with Zanzibar (ivory, 

cotton, cloth, guns and slavery), was becoming more open to a changing world. 

Resultingly, Islam had achieved a foothold as an accepted religion in the Kingdom 

thirty-three years before Christian missionaries arrived (Mpoza, ‘Islam in Uganda’, 

February 27, 2014).    

 

Following administration by the British East African Company. Buganda became a 

British protectorate in 1894. The decision by the British government was both 

strategic and due to the evangelical influence of missionary sympathisers in Britain 

and Europe (Lyons et al., ‘Ugandan protectorate’, May 17, 2025). The protectorate 

expanded across the Southern Kingdoms, and individual treaties were made with 

tribal leaders in the North.  

 

By 1914, Uganda's artificially imposed borders had been finalised, and the Kabaka 

were formally recognised as rulers on condition that they remained loyal to the 

protecting administration. They and their council were given lands for their fidelity, 

increasing their authority with their people and influence beyond (May 17, 2025). 

Key to their appointment was that their centralised system of rule more closely 

mirrored the British political system than the more ‘federal’ tribal governance in the 

North (Whitmore, 2019, 12).  

 

The Kabaka continue to hold a similar position with the government of Uganda 

today. As it accounts for twenty per cent of the country’s population (Athumani, 

‘Buganda’, 19 Nov 2014), it asserts influence through its locally elected politicians 

and historical-cultural position (Johannessen, ‘Kingship in Uganda,’ 2006). 

 

The colonial pattern, where one group is used to assert control over another, 

continues 110 years after it was established (Whitmore, 2019, 12). This paradigm is 

strengthened as fifty per cent of the Gross Domestic Product is from foreign 

donors. This maintains foreign strategic and Christian influence, and at the same 

time, this supports the presidential position (2019, 13). 
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Historic binary distinctions between North and South have hardened with President 

Museveni stating in 2006 that “We shall transform people of the North from 

material and spiritual backwardness to modernity”. In my conversational 

experience at WTA, this has led to the persisting perception in the North that those 

in the South consider their cultures and faith as inferior and trivial.   

 

Before describing Uganda’s Christian development, I must note the political reasons 

for Kiswahili not becoming a universal language, unlike its neighbours in Kenya and 

Tanzania. English is the official language of Uganda and is taught in all schools. 

Following, Luganda is widely spoken but was not made an official language because 

of the differences identified. Kiswahili came with Islam, and for a time gained 

influence. This waned when Christian missionaries became the dominant voice.  

 

Idi Amin Dada Oumee and his army spoke the language, as do many of the present 

senior military personnel. It is associated with violence, political oppression and a 

turbulent historical present (Soi, 2020, 1267). Experientially, in my Ugandan 

context, English is not seen as the language of the colonisers, but one that unifies 

governance, education, and medicine and helps connect Uganda with the outside 

world. 

 

 Religion: 

To appreciate Uganda’s Christian trajectory, the percentage of Christians has grown 

from 10% in 1900 to 58% in 1950 to 69% in 2006 (Felix, 2014, 74-112; Global 

Economy, Ugandan Per cent Christians, N.D.). Today it is 84% (Ingham et al, 2021 & 

p. 19) 

 

Christianity came to Uganda in 1877, almost half a century after the European 

“missionary impetus” to Africa began (Ward, 1991, 81). A generation later, Islam 

gained a privileged position. However, within twenty-five years, it held a dominant 

hierarchical and numerical position (1991, 81f).  
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Multiple reasons are advanced for its early establishment and growth, including the 

dialectical skills of Roman Catholic and Anglican clergy within the Kabaka’s inner 

circle, often in strident debate with one another. The provision of health and 

education and the development of local clergy and leaders were also influential as 

it followed the impetus of the country’s gaze moving outwards (Ward, 1991, 82f). A 

pragmatic approach supported these efforts, using the pursuit of colonialist 

allegiances and the concerns of Egyptian interference to further their cause.  

 

The presence of Islam assisted in the proclamation of the Christian message. They 

both offered a worldview that was becoming increasingly relevant to an outward-

looking society. Also, Islam had already created a thirst for literacy, which the 

Christian missionaries were able to build upon. They achieved this through 

establishing missionary schools, the use of printing presses and the finances to 

distribute materials in Luganda and Kiswahili.  

 

Islam had prepared the missionary ground in other ways. The idea of a single holy 

book, holy days, and a God who was superior to all others, yet at the same time 

invested in the life lived, and the life after (Ward, 1991, 83). These were concepts 

pioneered by Islamic clerics, which received further emphasis from the Christian 

missionaries. 

 

The Ugandan colonial enterprise meant that Anglicanism, sometimes through 

violent pursuit, became the quasi-established church. Although not legislatively 

recognised, when there were official ceremonies, the British Bishop of Uganda held 

the place of honour after the British governor and Kabaka (Byaruhanga, 2016, 754).   

At the same time, the CMS focused on institutional engagement to gain influence 

(1991, 84).      

   

In contrast, the Roman Catholic missionaries did not seek official status but were 

content with having a tacit warrant to evangelise and become woven into the fabric 

of village life. British authorities preferred this way of evangelisation as it did not 

interfere with politics or commerce (Ward, 1991, 84). Although they worked 
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throughout Uganda, the evidence of their concentrated efforts in Northern Uganda 

(Where most of the WTA populace originates) through the Comboni Missionaries 

remains evident (Whitmore, 2019, 8, 10).  

 

The separation of missional endeavour between Anglicans and Catholics started in 

1893. The Anglican Bishop Alfred Tucker and the Catholic Bishop Jean Hirth verbally 

agreed to “divide the country into two spheres of Christian influence” (Byaruhanga, 

2016, 752). The Anglicans working in eastern Uganda and the Catholics in western 

and northern Uganda (2016, 752). Anglicans had already established themselves in 

the South through the Baganda Kabaka. After Uganda became a British 

Protectorate the following year, the Catholics also ventured into the East. 

  

Roman Catholicism: 

Formal Catholic practice in Uganda is strikingly European visually, but orally it is 

diversely expressed. This conveys a range of local theological preferences. Marion 

devotion includes the image of Mary displayed in homes and processions, and her 

statue is carried in public places as an act of Christian witness (Landy, ‘Catholics and 

Cultures’, N.D.). These replicate but inculturate ‘common’ Catholic practice 

(Campbell, ‘Developments in theology & devotions’, Oct 24, 2013).  

 

More inculturated practices represent themselves in “life-filled liturgies” and 

charismatic prayers reflecting the Ugandan Catholic martyrs (Landy, ‘Catholics and 

Cultures’, N.D.). The Ugandan Martyrs15 (1886) are celebrated as founders of the 

Catholic faith in East Africa. Their annual feast is held at the Ugandan Martyrs 

Shrine in Kampala, and is one of the world’s largest Christian celebrations (Eblotié, 

‘Martyrs Day’, June 5 2024, 2024).  

 

 
15 Joseph Mukasa, a Catholic priest, was murdered by Kabaka Mwanga, starting his Catholic 

persecution. This resulted in 21 other murders, including a 12-year-old named Kizito. (Eblotié, 
‘Martyrs Day’, June 5, 2024, 2024).  
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Although only one per cent of Ugandans identify as adherents to indigenous 

religion, Catholicism is influenced by it. Religious objects such as holy water and 

rosary beads are used to ward off evil spirits. Some drink holy water to ensure good 

health or sprinkle it on crops to secure good harvests. Although interviews with 

Catholics do not display a meld of traditional and Catholic belief, the continual 

presence of ancestral spirits provides an “imaginative framework that has an 

important place in Ugandan Catholic belief (Landy, ‘Catholics and Cultures’, N.D.). 

 

 Church of Uganda 

The Church of Uganda (C of U) continues to form a distinct identity. Its 

distinctiveness is found in its inculturated liturgical practices, providing a space for 

Ugandan hymns, blessings of local “customary” marriages, and using tribal 

languages for its services. This includes translations of the Anglican Book of 

Common Prayer (Tovey, 2013, 322). For example, the local Church of Uganda that is 

closest to WTA conduct their services in Luganda.  

 

Its independence is also displayed in its recent rejection of the authority of the 

Anglican See of Canterbury. They reject its position and that of ecclesial provinces 

in the USA and Canada due to their position on same-sex partnerships and 

provision for formal blessings in the Church (Raven, ‘Significant Change’, 2024). 

Related to this separation is the lack of clergy discipline and a rejection of the Bible 

as the word of God, which the C of U considers is symptomatic of a rejection of 

classic Anglicanism (‘Significant Change’, 2024). As a result, the C of U has joined 

the Global Anglican Future Conference (GAFCON), a movement of conservative 

Anglican Churches (Johnston, N.D., Anglican Compass website). 

 

The primary raison d'être of GAFCON is to withstand the “revisionist agenda, 

repudiating biblical authority” and not sexuality and gender (Akinola, ‘speech at 

GAFCON’, 23 June 2008). It is important to note that throughout this dislocation, 

the work of the first Anglican missionaries in Uganda was gratefully recognised as 

Godly providence (2024). My experience is that the work of the European 

missionaries and the translation of the Bible are still considered a positive 



 

52 
 

contribution. Potentially, for today’s White missionaries, we are viewed as part of 

this continuation and thus given a generous latitude. A welcome that my 

experiences suggest is abused. 

 

Separately, as a member of the Global South Fellowship Conference from its 

inception (2007), the C of U sees itself as maintaining its historical distinctiveness. 

Thus, whilst its actions have moved the C of U away from Canterbury, they have not 

rejected Anglicanism (2024). Instead, the members state that they are the 

adherents of classic Anglicanism and henceforth the C of U was a signatory of the 

Jerusalem Statement (Jerusalem Statement, 29 June 2008).  

 

The Jerusalem statement determines what Gafcon claim as orthodox belief, 

comprising the authority of holy scripture, the creeds of the historic church, the 

Thirty-nine Articles of Anglicanism, the Book of Common Prayer and the three-fold 

order of ministry of Deacons, Priests, Bishops (Joseph, 2022, 13f). 

 

However, as the introduction on page eight 7 alludes to, any discussion on orthodox 

criteria, the Jerusalem statement is ‘rubbery’16. For example, what is the authority 

of scripture? Does it concern a particular school of tradition and reason (Joseph, 

2022, 14)? The orthodox lens of faith for ordinary Ugandan Anglicans is whether 

their practices measure up to the East African Revival (Hassat, 2009, 27 & p. 43). 

Moreover, the C of U services are becoming less liturgical and reflective of the 

“renewed charismatic style” even in some Cathedral settings (2022, 23). This being 

evident, there is impetus to develop new liturgies “based on local idioms and styles 

over the Western forms seen in Ugandan Pentecostalism (19).  

 

Pentecostal Assemblies of God 

African Pentecostalism is a progressive movement that rejects the historical 

controlling influences of denominational Churches (Jones, 2011, 502). This 

trajectory is the latest development in Uganda’s church history. At first, they were 

 
16 I discuss orthodoxy in some detail on pages 206-208 
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denied permission by the colonial government to operate because they were 

received with scepticism and apprehension (Byaruhanga, 2016, 755).  

 

Some Christians in the mainline churches who became Pentecostal were 

excommunicated, and the Church of Uganda supported the colonial authority's 

cautious approach (Bompani, 501, 2022). However, later in 1960, through American 

and Canadian missionaries, the government authorised Pentecostal churches to 

start operating freely, particularly in unreached communities (Engler, Blog, April 24, 

2017).  

 

Since then, the Pentecostal churches,17 collectively known as the Pentecostal 

Assemblies of God (PAG), have grown tremendously and demystified the pastoral 

ministry. Pastors with a ‘calling’ are identified from within congregations instead of 

external vetting. They are not selected by an external hierarchy, as is done with the 

C of U and Ugandan Catholics. 

 

In the last 10 years, the PAG has grown by 4%, whilst in the same period, 

membership of C of U and the Catholics has each declined by 2% (Ssentongo, 

‘Ugandan Religious Shift’, February 4, 2025). The PAG is a collection of 6,000 

churches with a central oversight in Kampala (PAG Website, N.D.). This tutelage is 

administered through 515 assemblies and 24 pastorates acting similarly to parishes 

and dioceses (PAG). There is an approved route for the training of pastors, which is 

undertaken through its two training centres (PAG). 

 

The reasons for its increase are its adaptability to changes in society, the active re-

engagement with communities, and the identification of leaders with a ‘calling’ 

from within congregations instead of external vetting. The gospel is taken ‘out’ 

instead of waiting for people to come to church. However, others suggest that its 

 
17 I am not including independent mega-churches or others who are ‘stand-alone’. Experientially, 
whilst there are many communally supportive independent churches, the theological diversity and 
associated ethics have caused concerns. I cannot engage with this complexity within the scope of 
this thesis.  
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prime mover is that Pentecostalism has pneumatic spirituality that syncretises with 

African traditional theology. In Uganda, it sustains Indigenous beliefs in an 

“enchanted universe” where spirituality is never far from daily thoughts (Nel, 2019, 

2). As a result, there is no identity clash in becoming a Christian (2019, 2). It 

removes the perception whereby Christianity means becoming “less African and 

more civilised” (2019, 2).  

 

At WTA, the students and younger teachers reflect this move to Charismatic 

worship more so than the experienced teachers. Whether this has any bearing on 

their articulation of faith may be revealed in the teachers' narratives and responses 

to inductive questions.  

 

Unsurprisingly, the C of U, with the approval of Bishops, are adopting similar 

charismatic expressions, whilst trying to maintain an Anglican distinctiveness 

(Hassat, 2009, 23f). This reflects itself in Ugandan Catholicism through the Catholic 

Charismatic Renewal Movement. This started in 1973 and has two thousand prayer 

groups across the country with events attracting huge numbers (Nzwili, ‘Catholic 

Charismatic Renewal’, May 30, 2017). However, at the same time, leaders also seek 

to maintain their tradition’s distinctiveness, so the senior clergy stipulate that 

charismatic events are in addition to traditional practice, Church doctrine and 

Canon law (‘Catholic Charismatic Renewal’, May 30, 2017). 

 

What has been evident in my time in Uganda is that the local church, across all 

traditions, is a refuge during political turmoil and the concerns of everyday life (p. 

30). That said, I also see the undeveloped ecclesial theology recognised by 

Katongole (2011, 33) where the Church, despite its numerical and structural 

advantages, absconds from having a robust and unified political voice.  

 

Instead, it speaks from the margins, seeing Uganda’s problems, depending on 

ecclesial tradition, residing in a spiritual, pastoral or limited political paradigm 

where the Church risks becoming the “midwives of [] democratic transition and 

reconstruction” (2011, 38). I hear in Katongole’s voice the same frustration as that 
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of Anthony Reddie, whose observations of Euro-American Black theology are 

established along a similar tripartite pattern (2008, 18-29).  

 

I have noted Reddie’s (p.26) thinking on the inadequacy of colour-blind spirituality, 

but he also finds the Black Christian Religious Experience (2008, 20-25) deficient in 

addressing Black political concerns. This paradigm recognises the material reality of 

ethnicity and race (20f) but does not seek to reinterpret Christianity through a Black 

theological lens. The third type in his critique is Black theology (20-25), which gives 

Black experience primacy in theological discourse with its emphasis on: 

 

"The radical reinterpretation of God in Christ in the light of the 

struggles and suffering of Black existence in order that dehumanised 

Black people might see in God the basis for their liberation” (Jaggesar 

& Reddie, 2007, xi).  

 

Katangole’s three-part theological observations of political (2011, 38-40), spiritual 

(33-35), and pastoral 35-38) pervade the analysis of empirical findings (Chapter 

Two). I am fascinated to see whether the teachers’ stories will directly locate 

themselves under one of these paradigms. 

 

Locating myself in the research: 

I do not approach the thesis dispassionately, although detachment from such a 

complex subject may feel safer. If I objectified the task before me, I align with a 

White theology that adopts a colour-neutral position. I cannot remove my 

missionary experience from the conversation. Silence would weaken my argument 

that White and Black Christians can join their voices if given specific creative space. 

It would also be unethical because I am making significant experiential claims that 

White postcolonial missiology has yet to own its imperial past.  

 

As my thesis arises from Indigenous encounters, I identify with the personal nature 

of cross-cultural research. I do this through a self-narrative reflection. This discipline 

is customary in practical theology, whereby researchers include autobiographical 
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details that locate themselves and disclose their motivations for their work (Berry, 

2017, 205):  

 

I am a White, 60-year-old male informed by a White working-class environment. I 

left school at the age of 15, worked in a local factory and then started self-

employment, working on large estates and farms. Until my mid-twenties, religion 

was a private affair that I thought irrelevant in my practical world. Despite this 

position, I was never atheistic, leaving others to decide how they made sense of 

their life.  

 

I seldom heard conversations about race because my socioeconomic context was 

overwhelmingly White. These discussions only appeared relevant to large cities, not 

the smaller communities where I lived and worked. Albeit a cause of awkwardness 

when travelling internationally, I remained detached from Britain's imperial history.  

 

This epistemology was naive, arising from limited encounters with those of global 

majority heritage and a reductive understanding of racism. I equated racism with 

physical aggression or obvious defamatory comments directed at individuals or 

communities due to the colour of their skin. The underlying perniciousness of the 

pervasive commentary on integration, immigration, and cultural differences was 

ignored.  

 

My early formation was inherently objective; reality was measurable against fixed 

outcomes. Before events led to an exploration of Christianity, I sought a career in 

an environment that reflected these foundations.  

 

I joined HM Forces at nineteen years old. It was a structured environment with 

rules to achieve specific objectives. It was secure, providing regular patterns that I 

valued. This changed abruptly after sustaining career-ending injuries in the Falkland 

Islands. These events led to doubts and existential questions about my beliefs. I 

sought objective answers to my dilemma and eventually found them in 

conservative evangelicalism. This form of Christianity approaches the Bible as God's 
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inerrant and infallible Word and is its foremost authority in guiding beliefs, ethics, 

and morality (e.g. Holmes, “Evangelicals and the Bible” 2013; Chalfoun, 2014, 19-

32).  

 

This worldview elevates the primacy of the Bible's propositional statements. Any 

advancement of a subjective exegesis is suspected or dismissed as liberal pluralism. 

There should be no essential variance between distinct Christian groups; this 

universality includes Black and White Christians having the same priorities. There 

was no need for contextual lenses; divergence was only valid in faith’s expression.  

 

This thesis challenges the legacy of White Christian normativity in Uganda that 

continues to pervade its formal theological thought. It emanates from a theological 

journey, borne from traumatic experiences from my work in Uganda. Although I do 

not adhere to theologies that contain a sacred-secular divide, whilst living there as 

a permanent resident between 2008 and 2016, my responsibilities were 

compartmentalised into two distinct worlds.  

 

One life consisted of recognisable Christian patterns, which were confident, 

controllable, and organised. They comprised church activities, such as preaching, 

mid-week Bible study groups, and the NGO, ServeDirect. I have already introduced 

this entity (P14); my present attention is on the business of the local church.  

 

I attended an international church in Kampala because this is where my family and I 

lived. The church followed Western ecclesial conventions. It had a Euro-American 

White leadership team and decontextualised patterns of Sunday services. It 

prioritised the ‘needs’ of the expatriate community, the majority of whom were 

engaged in Christian missions; therefore, few Ugandans attended. It was a White 

environment in an African city. The Christian motifs describing its activities (service, 

mission, calling, neighbourliness) are shared across White missionary organisations, 

providing a recognisable identity. 
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The other world was ‘secular’, where my paid employment resided. Within the field 

of social governance, I was concerned with organisational transformation, using my 

competence in occupational behaviour. I was also an investigator, prioritising 

quantitative data collection and analysis from my fieldwork. This task required 

entering communities that had suffered the loss of human life to identify systemic 

failings and find technical solutions to their causes.  

 

I accessed these environments from an objective-outsider position. This is 

foundational in developing cross-cultural knowledge but is limited when the 

quantitative research negates the "insider's normative perspective" (Fetterman, 

2008, 2). I identified with this failure to listen intently to local communities. I could 

no longer sustain my detachment in the face of the overwhelming suffering I 

continually encountered.  

 

Due to their frequency, these events resulted in a "disorientating dilemma" 

(Mezirow, 1978, 100-110). This precipitated new learning because my objectivity 

could no longer make sense of the reality I faced. The themes of illegality, 

corruption and subjugation of the poor cast a shadow over my religious 

understanding. This cohered with what Douthat (2014) describes as a "theological 

penumbra", where doctrine and the Christian's experience misalign. Ultimately, 

these experiences resulted in mental ill-health and a post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD) diagnosis. 

 

Although my investigations continued to prioritise quantitative data interrogation, I 

added to this an informal narrative method. I listened to the stories of those 

wanting to share the anguish that my presence provoked following a fatal accident. 

The evolution in my work domain disclosed critical information previously hidden. 

My complex experiences had resulted in a revelatory outcome.  
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This was the genesis for my theological redirect to story and narrative. These two 

titles are used synonymously in theology,18 recognising that when the word ‘story’ 

is used, it incorporates both meanings. This journey marked a new direction in how 

I understood the notion of ‘truth’. It contrasted with the static nature of my 

evangelical tradition, which could not speak meaningfully to my contextual 

experiences.  

 

Outside the descriptors already shared (p. 52), a detailed critique of the 

complexities of story theology is not in the thesis’s remit. However, I must identify 

how I use the terms story and narrative within the research.  

 

• The teachers' oral articulation of their faith and the tenor used to 

identify the most personally significant motifs are their stories. The 

"story is the material, which builds a [theological] narrative" 

(Manuel, 2015); 

• The narrative identifies and interprets a story's theological motifs. 

This is a collaborative exercise between the storyteller(s) and the 

listener. The final objective is to have a community narrative 

synthesising consistent themes across individual stories (Rappaport, 

2000, 4). 

 

The parables reflect this structure. In the short biblical passage commonly titled The 

Parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37), the parable is the story. The 

material used to inform the story includes contextual knowledge that the road from 

Jerusalem to Jericho was dangerous (Wilkinson, 1975, 10-24). Added to this is the 

theological divergence between Jewish and Samaritan worship found in the Hebrew 

scriptures and their wisdom literature (Neh. 6:1-14; 2 Kings 17:29 & Eccles. 50:25-

26).  

 

 
18 For example, Terrence Tilley uses “story theology” as the title of his book, whereas George Stroup 
prefers “The promise of narrative theology”. Yet their theology focuses on the conversation 
between human stories and the narrative structure of the Christian Scriptures. 
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The narrative includes the themes of neighbourliness and how power is inverted as 

the disenfranchised Samaritan helps the respectable religious elite. The "collective 

narrative" across Christ's parables is his teaching on establishing the Kingdom of 

God and what the qualities of life in that realm should resemble (McGrath, 2019, 

91).  

 

The culmination of this narrative journey means I now approach the Bible, Christian 

tradition and the world differently. More cautious but open to experiences, 

transforming orthodox understanding. 

 

Philosophical Position: 

I must understand how I relate to my research context and perceive the wider 

world. This knowledge affects the research methodology and data interpretation 

(Bold, 2012, 59). My ontological and epistemological interrogation recognises that 

individuals and communities learn differently (2012, 19f). This transparency 

provides further depth to my reflexive understanding and enables readers of the 

research to judge the work on its own terms and identify points of philosophical 

difference (Moon & Blackman, 2014, 1167-1177).  

 

To achieve this, I navigate questions of race and power dynamics. I argue this is the 

litmus test of practical theology, as good research must challenge structural 

inequalities by recognising that the world contains myriad philosophies.  

 

Historically, Christian thinkers did not see a dichotomy between theological and 

philosophical language. This is not the same as assimilation of ideas, as the Apostle 

Paul had robust criticisms concerning Greek thought where it opposed Christianity 

(Acts 17:18; 1 Cor 1: 18-31; Col 2:8). However, the Church Fathers such as Origen, 

Tertullian, Martyr confidently used Greek philosophical reasoning in their 

articulations of faith (Artemi, 2016, 31). Greek intellectual curiosity helped shape 

the creeds, for example, the use of words Ουσία (Ousia = substance or essence) and 

ὑπόστασις (hypostatic union = Jesus Christ is both fully God and fully man) were 

ideas associated with Aristotle and Posidonius (2016, 32).  
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Together, these Greek ideas were used to develop trinitarian language (32). Further 

Stoic language was used to develop the theology that all are equal and united in 

Christ (32). The language of philosophy and theology continued even after the 

parameters for orthodoxy were established. The early creeds of the Church 

captured this exchange as the agreed central rules of faith (Wood, 2022).  

 

This is important to the progression of my thesis because these early Christian 

thinkers were speaking to a predominantly educated Greek world. Therefore, they 

used language and ideas that were recognisable but also distinct (2016, 33). I aim to 

use the language and motifs of Ugandan teachers to understand their theology. The 

use of contextual representations to disclose theological priorities is not only 

legitimate but also necessary (33).  

 

In practice, Christians do not have a “view from nowhere” (Graham, 2013, 161). 

Nonetheless, they habitually disregard their worldview within their interpretive 

models. There is a perception that philosophy has subversive intent and hence is 

antithetical to Christianity (Cottingham, 2014). Acknowledging this potential 

hermeneutical gap is vital for my research community and future interactions with 

WMT. I am presenting an Indigenous, narrative theology, emanating from the 

diversity of Ugandan philosophies, to a predominantly Western restrictive belief 

structure.  

 

My Ugandan experiences resulted in an incremental change in my philosophical 

position from positivism to qualified relativism. My ontological assumption is that 

God is an objective reality that I understand as the Trinitarian God of the Christian 

tradition. Tangibility derives from the coherent narrative of his continuing self-

revelation to humanity (Bruner, 1947, 81f). I find this clarity supremely exemplified 

in the life and teachings of Christ, which I use as a lens for reflecting theologically.  

 

However, God reveals himself through fallible and finite humans. Therefore, 

knowledge about him is socially constructed and thus limited contextually (Thayer-

Bacon, 2003, 417f). Theology is a continual process of correction and reconstruction 
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(2003, 417f). These two perspectives result in a qualified relativist position as they 

work together to construct more tempered understandings of knowledge. 

 

Relational epistemologies recognise the limitations of personal knowledge because 

of its subjectivity. As such, I diverge from an unqualified relativist position whereby 

all truth claims are equally valid (Baghramian & Carter, 2022). Dialogue leads to the 

possibility of understanding God as the ultimate truth with greater clarity (Jordan, 

2018, 214-230). This perspective provides the imperative to “open[ing] … horizons 

and include others in our conversations” (Thayer-Bacon, 2003, 417f).  

 

My epistemology emphasises narratives because it requires storytellers and active 

listeners. Through this interrelationship, new knowledge creation is possible. I 

argue that God reveals himself through stories, replacing hypotheses and principles 

with presence, experience and relationship (Song, 2011, 7). This position confronts 

the idea that pursuing truth is a quest for a “finalised object or product” (Thayer-

Bacon, 2003, 10).  

 

For this reason, Jesus does not discuss the reality of the Kingdom of God (Mark 

4:30) using propositions. He tells a story about a mustard seed that grows 

exponentially, providing a home for the alienated (Song, 2011, 15f). The hearer 

imagines this scene, places themselves within it, and then interacts with the 

storyteller to discover the deeper meaning (Mark 4:10).  

 

In narrative research, the truth remains hidden from us without such curiosity 

because stories leave a cognitive space for creativity (Song, 2011, 166). The person 

of faith reveals the truth of God through telling their storied experience. Listening 

to stories from outside our communities requires heightened reflexivity and 

preparedness to have histories and epistemologies challenged (Muwanga-Zake, 

2010, 68-83).  

 

In this respect, Christian stories can act as a “miraculous derailleur,” moving us from 

one community to another searching for resolution points amidst differences 
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(Žižek, 2000, 46). It does this whilst remaining within an orthodox paradigm. I 

approach the interrelationships inherent in this Indigenous research as an 

adventure, whilst being attentive to the ethical challenges.  

 

Positionality: 

The structural terminology of researcher positioning identifies the insider as 

someone who considers themselves a member of the group they are studying. They 

share their characteristics, orientations, and organisations (Chhabra, 2020, 307-

317). The advantage is that relationships, cultural understanding, and credibility as 

“one of us” are already established (Flemming, 2018).  

 

I tend toward an insider research position due to my long-standing commitment to 

the school, its staff, and its students. I understand their language and their 

colloquialisms because educational and informal conversations are in English. I 

attend meetings, undertake training, and socialise with staff and students. I am 

conversant with the school’s daily routines and, when present, become part of its 

fabric.  

 

Conversely, I am a White European, not a Black Ugandan, and I am no longer a 

permanent resident. In local terms, I am wealthy and do not fully understand the 

workings and interrelationships of the wider community. I cannot speak the myriad 

languages or comprehensively understand tribal identifiers. Furthermore, I have not 

directly experienced those events that inform the teachers’ stories. Most distinctly, 

I can extricate myself from the community at a time of my choosing and return to 

my familiar White context.  

 

These are identifiers of an outsider who does not have the relational advantages of 

the “insider”. However, standing apart from the community can provide greater 

research objectivity and criticality (Hellawell, 2006, 483-494).  

 

From experience, Ugandans welcome strangers but become increasingly attentive 

to their thoughts as they become neighbours. A researcher positioning themselves 
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as an outsider would have difficulty discovering a community’s heart. As much as I 

can never be a full community member due to my privilege, becoming a ‘true’ 

outsider is neither attainable nor desired. Attempting to take such a position is 

colonial, as I would be claiming access to superior knowledge.  

 

In any event, these polarised distinctions are weak as they seek to “stabilise and 

make coherent that which is tenuous and discursively constituted” (Eppley, 2006). 

Agbonkhianmeghe (2010, 4) provides an African perspective on this matter; if we 

come to research with clear binary distinctions such as insider-outsider, Black- 

White, Ugandan and British, we create separations. From there, the quest no longer 

concerns revelation, but exactitude. The fundamental research ‘position’ is valuing 

the theology of the host culture (2010, 6). 

 

My diverse roles, responsibilities, and long-standing relationship with WTA make 

my research position active, moving between the insider and outsider. Hence, I 

adopt a participatory research position because I aim to "co-generate knowledge 

and create change collectively" (Mason, 2018, 8). This prevents me from “hiding 

behind the mask of rapport or the wall of professional distancing” (Dwyer & Buckle, 

2009, 54-63). Researching from the “space between”(Fay, 1996, 22) means I am 

open to my position becoming “shaped in situ” as my interaction with storytellers 

draws me into their narratives (Bruskin, 2019, 159-170). 

 

This activeness places upon me the responsibility of continual reflexivity as the crux 

of Indigenous research rests in “relational accountability” (Kwame, 2017, 218-225).  

 

Reflexivity:   

I located myself in the chapter’s introduction through a self-narrative reflection. 

This recall signposted areas in which I must remain attentive whilst developing a 

methodology. These include my Whiteness, hierarchical position and any surfacing 

emotions from my previous professional work experiences in Uganda. The decision 

to identify such details was not to merely follow best practices. It rests on the 

understanding that in qualitative research, there is no “disinterested knowledge” 
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(Mercer, 2014, 108). Reflexivity is creative, enabling the development of critical 

self-awareness and the potential for new revelation (Ward, 2008, 14).  

 

Living with anxiety in the aftermath of PTSD, I acknowledge that biases are not 

easily constrained; sociocultural factors, allegiances, and specific emotional 

stressors can bring unconscious predispositions to the fore. Such triggers include 

storied accounts whose themes enkindle painful memories.  

 

Reflexivity is an “interrogative process” that requires intentionality. Merely 

agreeing with the theoretical position that self-reflection is research critical is 

insufficient in “expos[ing] masks and blind spots” (Walton, 2014, xvi & Probst, 2015, 

38). Specifically, I must identify where the themes in my story can colonise the 

research's development and suppress the Ugandan voice.  

 

Where such inwardness is present, it contributes to inductive dialogue, providing 

space for the ordinary theology of listeners and narrators to deepen. It reduces the 

potential for the researcher’s story to influence their interaction with participants, 

which is an ethical responsibility (Cahalan & Mikoski, 2014, 7).  

 

Where self-knowledge is absent, questions are asked of participants designed to 

garner responses that align with preconceived ideas (Bold, 2012, 60). That said, 

there are risks when the reflexive process regresses to an endless self-examination 

whereby the researcher becomes the primary focus instead of the participants 

(Finlay, 2002, 532).  

 

Reflexivity does not negate Squire’s (2013, 60) argument that a” hermeneutic 

project” requires an “interpretive authority”. The authority in this research is not 

static nor individualistic but active and collective. Nevertheless, I am not 

diminishing my ethical responsibility or research ownership. My DNA is imprinted 

on every facet. The accountability for ethics, research paradigm, product and 

dissemination rests with me as a hearer of stories. 
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As it is incumbent on the listener in narrative research to become an increasingly 

proficient reflexive practitioner (Bold, 2012, 75), I maintained an electronic reflexive 

journal updated with real-time field notes. This process identified where I had not 

laid aside power or identified previous relational blind spots. However, there is a 

cost to self-reflexive knowledge.  

 

It reduces the sense of security and leaves one open to transformation, contrary to 

our innate desire to remain unchanged (John of Ávila, 2006, 210f). The "complex 

relation to the self” encapsulates the research’s anti-colonial ethic, where, as a 

Christian researcher, I must die to my old self (Rom. 6:6), which requires critical 

self-examination (Kierkegaard 1944/1990 [trans. Hong], 35-44).  

 

Research design: 

This is a storytelling research project. It engages with teachers who represent the 

collective interest of their school community (Tuhiwai Smith, 2021, 148). They are 

not bystanders in this but are collaborative researchers. The Western academic 

term for this approach is “participatory” because a collaborative space is provided 

at all research stages (Vaughn and Jacquez, 2020).  

 

I follow Tuhiwai Smith's (2021, 146) language argument for Indigenous research. 

Working terminology uniquely arises within the community, reflecting its everyday 

language. My research environment reflects this paradigm. The teachers come from 

different tribes with their own languages and church traditions, but have formed a 

new storytelling environment. The participant workshop on March 07, 2022, 

confirmed that “storytelling research” was our working description. 

 

The research design reflects the meta-ethic of my interest, which is to co-construct 

theology from the stories of Ugandan teachers. Using stories for theological 

reflection requires a narrative hermeneutic that develops meaning through an 

interpretive process (Christensen et al., 2018, xiv). The direction from experience to 

theory and the construction of new theology harmonise with the practice-theory-

practice model of theological reflection (Swinton & Mowat, 2016, 95).  

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&opi=89978449&url=https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_of_%25C3%2581vila&ved=2ahUKEwiMnMaz2qqPAxXuRPEDHZPXBDkQFnoECBEQAQ&usg=AOvVaw3W5FAHVBlwOljP1VuIxd3O
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My experience and this current research identify that individual stories are 

theologically significant. However, their richness does not translate directly from 

one community to another. As stated in a face-to-face interview, “your stories are 

not ours as your lives in the West are very different” (Participant 7). Likewise, the 

research design recognises that a single story does not reflect Christianity's 

persuasiveness. This is displayed in what McGrath (2019, 27-30) identifies as a “web 

of interconnected beliefs”.  

 

The relationship between stories provides its cogency. The research’s credibility is 

further reflected by having two distinct telē. For the storytelling community, it is 

constructing a local narrative methodology for their future theological reflections. 

This is then used to frame dialogue with WMT. This aligns with ACT’s emphasis on 

inculturation whilst forming connections with the global Church.  

 

For this reason, I confirmed the importance of remaining a reflective practitioner (p. 

64). I must avoid data collection and analysis that intuitively align with White 

theological patterns. The risk of negating reflexive knowledge is to repeat the 

“epistemic violence” inherent in White research (Simpson, 2014, 95-114). 

Biographical accounts enable the narrator and listener to “deconstruct and 

recalibrate”, leading to transformed and enduring relationships (Whitmore, 2019, 

161). Ultimately, to negate this epistemic risk, the teachers have the final say on the 

cultural viability of the research methods and outcomes.  

 

This intent is incorporated into the design because the guiding principle is to 

elevate participants’ stories as a theological source. This is done while minimising 

the influence that my historical observations of the community may have. Starting 

with the participants’ experiences in theological conversation confronts the 

pervasive White theology of mission in Uganda. Although stories are a feature of 

Ugandan communities, colonialist influence on Ugandan academia rejects them as 

representative of an inferior epistemology (Muwanga-Zake, 2010, 68). Too often 

Uganda’s formal theology aligns with Western conventions instead of interacting, 

supporting and understanding its local context and ordinary theologies (2010, 68).  
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I assert that the research design affirms the experiences of Ugandan teachers and 

the benefit of using stories in theological reflection (Graham et al., 2019, 87-118). It 

recognises the capacity of stories to make “interillumination” between experience 

and the Christian Scriptures as “imaginative writing” pervades the stories of both 

(Thompson et al., 2008, 68).  

 

Unlike visual research methods that are “analytical and reflective”, speech and 

sounds are active, restorative and relational (Heimbrock, 2005, 275f). The focus on 

storytelling coheres with the inculturated emphasis of African narrative theology. 

This subsequently resulted in an aesthetic direction.  

 

For the research to unveil a rich understanding of the participants' faith, I remained 

open to epistemological differences shaping our research activities. This addressed 

the concern that preconceived White methods would not constrain their voices. To 

embrace this, I was prepared to “go with the flow” instead of achieving a “squeaky 

clean methodological process” (MacDonald & Greggans, 2008, 3125). Within this 

active paradigm, how we captured the teachers’ theological expressiveness was 

made after the thematic analysis of the face-to-face interviews. I now develop my 

argument on how experience results in theological knowledge. 

 

Ceding knowledge from stories: 

The human experience is always narrated because stories are the foremost scheme 

that renders meaning to life (Polkinghorne, 1988, 11). Throughout the teachers' 

lives, they have been exposed to complex experiences, stories, and diverse 

spiritualities. In doing so, they have “learnt and developed” through interactions 

with their cultural and sensory environments (Moen, 2006, 56-59). This activity 

results in intricate webs of knowledge, from which narratives give them their 

“form” and link “everyday actions and events into episodic units” (1988, 11).  

 

Stories are told and retold to benefit the narrator and listeners in specific social 

environments and at particular times (Moen, 2006, 56-59). They are not “abstract 

structures isolated from their cultural context” (Bruner, 1984, 1-16). A narrative or 
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its storied materials lose meaning or become distorted when removed from their 

setting.  

 

Illustratively, the early story of Christianity is located in a completely different 

historical context than that experienced by most Christians. Correspondingly, the 

story of White Christianity does not speak to the reality Ugandans face. The 

contextual divergence gives rise to questions of truth, which I frame using an 

African epistemological framework. 

 

In Africa, the “wisdom of ancestral heritage” passes through a community’s oral 

traditions (Asante & Mazama, 2005, 40-44). Truth is sought through hierarchical 

structures, expressly communal, political and ecclesial (2005, 40-44). Pertinent to 

my thesis, the truth comes through spiritual revelation and natural cognitive 

modes. This includes one’s innate abilities, intuitiveness, emotions, insight, and 

logical reasoning (2005, 40-44). The object of this truth is neighbourliness, as its 

intent is harmonic living with others (40-44).  

 

Storytelling prevents the silencing of Indigenous epistemologies (Christensen et al., 

2018, 175). It is more than a methodology; it is a “mode of knowledge production 

and dissemination, which takes multiple creative forms” (2018, xii). Qualitative data 

captured through narrative inquiry needs interpretation to create a local theology 

that can challenge White dominance. As storytellers and hearers of their narratives, 

individuals bring their subjective experience to the interpretive exercise, which 

makes the process complex.  

 

The interpretation and meaning-making of Indigenous inquiry must not be 

restricted to a researcher’s exegesis. As a White practitioner, I can only approach 

the teachers’ stories as poetry. My meaning of poetry is when collective reflection 

transcends individualism, rather than assuming I can place myself in close 

“communion” with the storyteller (Geertz, 1999, 63). For this reason, interpretation 

and knowledge construction are collaborative, whether between the individual 

storyteller and researcher or as a group dynamic.  
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I am not negating the reality of my predisposition to engage in exclusive 

interpretation as my normative practice. The Ugandan experiences identified in my 

self-reflection testify that this interpretive mode is habitual. It is a behaviour 

established as part of my professional career over many years. I must deliberately 

disrupt this natural flow to adopt an anti-colonial position, forging an alternative 

practice model. My role facilitates the meaning-making process by suggesting, 

discussing, and clarifying ideas. In the Talking Circle, this uses the energy of the 

group’s collective dynamic (Greenbaum, 2000, 23-28).  

 

I encourage innovative thought and unite diverse ideas through open dialogue and 

connecting images (Stewart et al., 2015, 565f). The research produces knowledge 

ultimately through the group's hermeneutical experiences. This constructs 

collective meaning from biographical accounts rather than detailed structural 

analysis.  

 

The addition to this scientific approach is identifying biblical themes that connect 

individual stories. This results in everyday occurrences becoming a theological 

reference (Squire, 2013, 48; Ganzeevoort, 2011, 214-223). The focus of the inquiry 

is not the details of a lived life, which concerns what happened. The investigation 

concentrates on the “life experienced” because that comprises “images, 

feelings…thoughts and meaning” (Bruner, 1984, 1-16).  

 

Subsequently, human stories that are less overtly spiritual become “connected with 

stories of and about God” (Ganzevoort, 2011, 214-223). Likewise, the interpreted 

experiences of one generation can inspire and challenge another when considered 

through a new contextual lens. This dynamic also works across cultures, although it 

risks imperialism when Indigenous knowledge is removed from a community 

(Tuhiwai Smith, 2021, 68). This happens when it is used to inform Western thought 

without identifying the originating culture’s authority and ‘patenting’ its 

distinctiveness.   
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Navigating this dilemma requires that such created knowledge first speaks to the 

community from which it came. When communicated externally, the Indigenous 

voice must be heard (Tuhiwai Smith, 2021, 49f). Neglecting this point results in 

research data becoming the creation of non-Indigenous researchers. This causes 

domestication of the narrative and cultural harm (2021, 22). When I communicate 

the research outside of WTA, I act as a representative and apologist for the 

community, not their wisdom's owner.  

 

Narrative theology is not a facile approach that avoids division by neglecting 

contentious propositions; instead, it has prophetic19 value. It draws us from the 

confines of our inherited languages that limit epistemic understanding by listening 

to the voices of the “other” so we can transcend contexts (Wittgenstein, 

1922/2021, 86 & Walton, 2014, 147). Its prophetic nature comes from hearing 

God’s “divine attention” to humanity anew, especially when it speaks against 

injustice (Veling, 2005, 11 & 208). 

 

WMT subverts the prophetic voice, despite pneumatology’s intrinsicness to African 

Christianity (Muzorewa, 1987, 10f). I argue that this arises because White 

missionaries reject the development of ordinary aesthetic theology and charism. 

These categories are “practical and non-rational” and, seen through a colonialist 

hermeneutic, result in theology prioritising emotion over objectivity (Sugirtharajah, 

2003, 3).  

 

Negating the prophetic reflects White theology’s inherent individualism (Draper, 

2018, 180). It understands the prophet as a single person mediating God’s word to 

leaders and their community (e.g. 2 Sam. 7:1-17; Jonah 3:4 & Mic. 3:8). This fails to 

reflect the fluid nature of how God speaks to humans (Cook, 2019, 57-80). 

Prophecy also arises from dialogue, where God’s voice is heard through the wisdom 

 
19 My meaning of prophecy in this thesis is “forthtelling”: “a revelation of current events or the 
meaning of these events” (Sturgill, Blog: prophecy and narration). This is distinct from the revelation 
of future events, which is observably the most common use by White evangelical Christians. 



 

72 
 

emerging from attentive conversations between people of faith (Bevans & 

Schroeder, 2011, 42f).  

 

Ultimately, there is a connection between disparate storytelling epistemologies as 

both “univocal and symbolic language” point to truth (Striver, 1996, 196). However, 

it is not the exactness of what a phrase or metaphor means literally. Its meaning is 

discerned through collective “hermeneutical understanding” because the author 

has an incomplete interpretation of the story (1996, 92).  

 

Storytelling is philosophically "appropriate" in achieving the research’s intent 

(Tuhiwai Smith, 2021, 166f). Individual and community experiences are legitimate 

sources of understanding subjective reality (2021, 166f). Ultimately, the narrative 

choice is decolonising, as stories are "connected to knowledge”, which the 

storyteller, rather than the researcher, retains control of. To capture this 

knowledge, it was critical to use culturally intuitive methods.   

 

Research Methods  

This section details the development of field research from theory to practice. The 

research was undertaken from March to May 2022 at Wobulenzi Town Academy. 

The senior leadership team requested through the Director that I delay the start of 

the research until March from the original January date. The school was reopening 

for the first time since the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

After receiving ethics approval from the Ugandan Christian University and the 

University of Chester, I sent the storytelling research proposal to the school’s 

Director. This was for his review and discussion with senior staff. This action started 

an email exchange. I clarified the research intent and participant selection criteria 

from their immediate questions and provided a ‘picture’ of their involvement. I 

reiterated that volunteering was a critical success factor, supporting the details 

within the Participant Information Sheet I had also sent (Appendix 1). In this 

communication, I provided the specifics of anonymity protection and that the 

participants could withdraw at any time.  
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I also asked whether the staff required a further postponement following their 

initial request. Participant care and well-being extended beyond our existing 

relationship. Storytelling research potentially increases vulnerability, as I can 

personally attest through my mental health story. However, providing space for the 

storyteller and generating meaning through dialogue can enable “increased 

emotional and psychological well-being” (Allen, 2017). This results in a sense of 

“self” and a place in the world (2017).  

 

Finally, I reminded the leadership team that they could contact me with any new 

thoughts or concerns. Reconfirming, the first method on my arrival would be an 

introductory workshop. This provided further opportunities to discuss any 

concerning matters. There were no questions arising from my email 

correspondence.  

 

The Director affirmed that the participants looked forward to engaging in this 

research “as we are interested in what you are doing” (email, Opio, 6 December 

2021). Following the pandemic, all WTA teachers had returned to their positions. 

This left the chain of memories concerning ServeDirect unbroken (Hervieu-Leger, 

2000, 125). This continuity was important, ensuring the availability of their critical 

insight into our practices.  

 

I note that I had to consider my pastoral care because of my own well-being. On 

entering the DProf, I sought advice from my counsellor to ensure that the level of 

study was not detrimental; we agreed that it was the opposite. I was not simply 

reliving trauma yet again, but moving beyond it, turning it into something positive. 

They were also available for me to talk to if needed. After all, I did not know what 

the fieldwork would unveil in me. 

 

My university disability and inclusivity plan did not relate to the Ugandan field 

study, but the team were available if I needed support. The third level of care was 

my family and ServeDirect. These are people who know my journey. Together, we 
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have access to a network of friends in-country, including medical support. Having 

these things in place protected me and the participants.  

 

With the school Director's approval and personal safeguards in place, we 

commenced with the introductory workshop.  

 

Introductory workshop 

It is customary that I meet with staff on my return to the community. Following this 

pattern, the first activity was to hold a workshop with 10 participants on March 5, 

2022. This discussion group enabled further clarification and provided space for co-

developing the research methods and their programming into the school timetable.  

 

Qualitative research in Northern Uganda found that pre-meetings at least two days 

before the “interviews” helped develop a more relaxed atmosphere. It enabled 

them to consider what they wanted to say in their stories (Whitmore, email 

exchange, April 6, 2021). We had three days between the workshop and the first 

interview. I followed Whitmore’s method because of his similar context, and my 

understanding of the historical present situation at school. I found no established 

schedule for such meetings in the literature, so I followed local knowledge and 

participant suggestions (Adams, 2015, 19).   

 

The objective was to confirm the Indigenous nature of the research. Starting the 

workshop with a ‘blank canvas’ was inconsistent with my experience of Ugandan 

conventions. In my professional work and my activities at WTA, I have found people 

reluctant to speak about a subject they are unfamiliar with. First, trust in the 

presenter, their subject knowledge and that knowledge’s validity to the individual 

or group must be established.  

 

As I called for the meeting, the verbalised expectation was that I would provide the 

impetus for the discussion by presenting the project’s intent, objectives and 

discussing the research direction. This included how we would approach the 
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interviews and talking circles already identified in the Participation Information 

Sheet (Appendix A). 

 

Moreover, the participants were educated and trained to be teachers within a 

didactic pedagogical framework. The curriculum and teacher education are 

changing to reflect an increasingly learner-centred approach (Altinyelken, 2010, 

158). Their foundational training continues to influence their interactions when 

being trained in something unfamiliar. This aspect of teacher development is an 

area that ServeDirect supports. My contextual experience is that active moderating, 

teasing out ideas, and positive recognition of inputs lead to igniting their ‘new’ 

pedagogy.  

 

I presented the thesis title and then the subordinate questions that provided insight 

into the areas I wanted their autobiographical account to engage. I did not split 

these questions but kept them part of a single discussion. I did this to remove 

anxiety due to a lack of preparation. At the same time, I did not want over-

structured responses to specific questions, but to hear the Ugandan conversational 

style.  

 

Recent research into this phenomenon suggests it is the participants and the 

chosen interview method that are key to deciding whether to set out all research 

questions in advance (Haukås & Tishakov, 2024, 54-68 & Day & Carroll, 2003, 25-47; 

cf Shima, 2022). Experientially, the teachers would prioritise what they perceived as 

the requirements for my thesis, overpreparing a detailed and structured account. In 

the post-research analysis, the question of participant preparedness suggests that a 

balanced approach was found.  

 

We met in a classroom before the day's lessons started. The school’s Director 

opened the meeting with prayer and then reintroduced me to the participants. We 

agreed to audio-record this meeting and any subsequent meetings, and I reiterated 

that these would be password-protected and that any references to the discussions 

in the thesis would be anonymous.  
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The following identifies the discussion points at the meeting and how they 

developed in practice. 

 

Participant care: 

WTA is a small and interactive community, and confidentiality is essential in 

protecting participants from harm. It ensures their pastoral care and maintains 

ethical and research integrity (Baez, 2002, 35-38). My Ugandan experience recalls 

that a person’s name is not merely a means of identification; they have profound 

cultural, spiritual and ancestral significance (The Nile Post, 11 July 2024). A name 

suggests a future destiny and determines character. This means that an individual’s 

name has community-wide importance (11 July 2024). I proposed practical 

measures consistent with my ethics proposal that addressed confidentiality and 

cultural concerns.  

 

Transcriptions and quotations would not be identified with participant names. 

Neither would pseudonyms be used due to the cultural importance of given names. 

Names were replaced with a unique identification number only known to the 

researcher and remain password-protected. If the storyteller or listener identified 

the risk of identification through narrative details, then changes would be agreed 

upon without losing the original meaning. They did not want long sections from 

their transcriptions in the thesis, with Participant 9 stating that their story, “speaks 

about my family, I do not want everyone to know the details of what went on”.    

 

The research has foreseeable audiences: White missionaries, local ecclesial 

communities, and Ugandan and UK academics. However, qualitative inquiry and 

practical theology are reflexive endeavours, a process that continues after research 

completion (Parry & Mautner, 2004, 146; cf. Graham, 2017). Final recipients may as 

yet be undisclosed, as the process of self-reflection imagines new meanings and 

beginnings. We agreed that I would seek separate informed consent if a new 

audience fell outside the parameters identified in the Participant Consent Forms.  
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At this point, Participant 7 asked who they should contact if “we are worried about 

our story”. This concerned the quality and subsequent analysis of their accounts. 

We discussed the importance of hearing their unembellished ‘ordinary’ testimony, 

but also agreed to appoint someone they could go to for support. 

 

I knew the school had good pastoral care due to the complicated domestic 

circumstances of students and staff. The school’s administrator, who also functions 

in this capacity, was designated as the research’s “gatekeeper” as the participants 

were already under his pastoral care remit (Andoh-Arthur, 2019). This person holds 

a senior position and has oversight of the school’s timetable. They could coordinate 

teacher availability and communicate their questions or concerns to me if an 

intermediary was necessary.  

 

This discussion of the participants’ pastoral liaison led me to ask who I should speak 

to if I have questions or ideas as the research evolves. The answer to this question 

became a key decision.  

 

Key Informants: 

After I raised the query of whom I should contact on an ongoing basis, we discussed 

what happens between the approval of transcript analysis with storytellers and the 

Talking Circle (pp. 85 & 98). This was motivated by questions of translatability 

(particularly Participants 3, 8 & 9) and confidentiality concerns beyond the 

protections discussed. This question recognised that the transition from individual 

to collective story must be distinctly Ugandan, whilst academically sustainable; 

“What will our stories look like in your thesis”? (Participant 4).  

 

This insight recognised the potential for obscuring their communal narrative. During 

my disruptive theological journey, the Director and I discussed how Ugandan 

Christians express their faith through poems and local proverbs. This short 

expressive form is also reflected in statements of faith displayed in churches, 

community centres and schools. On the main building at WTA, the teachers chose 

the verse “ Act justly, love mercy and walk humbly with your God (Micah 6:8). 
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Elsewhere, they have “hard work pays”. This is the first clause of the Bible proverb;  

Hard work pays; mere talk puts no bread on the table (Prov. 14:23). Many other 

similar motifs reflect the priorities of the school community and their faith.  

 

I returned the Director to our previous conversations, and he proposed the 

possibility of forming our own creative versions of the teachers’ stories. He opened 

this up for discussion, and it was thought that such short forms should be 

investigated. Participant 2 said of this potential, “I think this can work, but I am not 

sure how to do such a thing”. Another (Participant 6) thought, “It would be good to 

have something that is ours from this time together”.  

 

Developing this conversation, Participant 9 identified with the positive nature of 

Ugandan poetry, but it had to “Reflect our faith because they will be shared, so it 

must agree with the Bible”. Adding a creative dimension to the teachers’ stories, 

particularly proverbs and poetry, received groupwide endorsement. The method 

for achieving this needed further enquiry before presenting to the Talking Circle.  

 

The earlier pre-research discussions with the Director, the literature review, and my 

narrative journey left me intrigued by the themes of imagination, creativity and 

poetry emerging in African theology. Now, with the participants' contribution, I 

intended to pursue this, ensuring the participants’ voices would not be forced into a 

silencing White schema. 

 

We established a subgroup to help with this question. This comprised two 

participants whom the group trusted to represent them and me. The school’s 

Director and head teacher were proposed as “Key Informants”. Our role was to 

make theoretical decisions concerning methodology and methods as they arose 

(Roller & Lavrakas, 2015, 202). That said, any such decision would only be finalised 

at the Talking Circle.  

 

With the post-COVID situation and the need for school administration policies to be 

fluid, the teachers emphasised that having these key positions would be important 
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in maintaining the research progression. Their appointment also provided me 

with somewhere to turn to with research questions. 

 

Participation: 

I revisited the participation criteria, which required further clarity as involvement in 

the research had gained growing interest since my arrival. Numbers could have 

escalated without reconfirming boundaries. The number of participants presenting 

at the workshop had already increased from eight to ten. These additions did not 

compromise the selection criteria. The change was ethically immaterial and did not 

increase data collection and interpretation to unsustainable levels.  

 

For the selection metrics, I used purposive sampling, making a subjective 

assessment of what was representative of the teaching population (Lavrakas, 2008). 

Based on the published staff composition, this comprised circa 45 educators. Since 

my research criteria are subjective, purposive sampling is appropriate to my 

context. It is conducted on a single site and "inference to the [general] population is 

not the highest priority" (2008).  

 

The proposal to use face-to-face interviews for primary data collection limited the 

research population; the ten participants represented 20 per cent of the self-

identified Christian staff. Additionally, I wanted a 50/50 female-male participant 

ratio to enable two separate “Talking Circles” for the second data collection 

method. This provided space for distinct reflections. Age was excluded as a 

criterion, as it did not affect how participants would inform the research question 

through stories (Kuper et al., 2008).   

 

The further metric of five years of WTA experience meant that participants had 

sufficient knowledge of ServeDirect's activities. This enabled them to reference our 

presence (positively or negatively) if relevant to their story. Together, these 

parameters are appropriate as they are representative and deliverable (Krug, 2003). 

Having confirmed the participation criterion and agreeing that there would be no 
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further additions to the research community, the Director outlined the programme 

for face-to-face interviews. 

 

After closing in prayer, I met with the first teacher on the schedule who wanted to 

share their story of faith in a face-to-face interview.  The interview timetable in 

2022 was: 

 

Participant 1:  24.03 

Participant 2:  09.03 

Participant 3:  16.03 

Participant 4:  08.03 

Participant 5:  10.03 

Participant 6:  11.03 

Participant 7:  08.03 

Participant 8:  14.03 

Participant 9:  15.03 

Participant 10:  12.03 

 

Face-to-Face Interviews: 

We agreed that the interview programme would be flexible. Participants were 

responsible for confirming the date, time and location with me. Interview space 

was at a premium, but it was paramount that they find locations where they would 

be at ease, have minimal chance of disturbance, and have an atmosphere 

conducive to storytelling. Participant 5 asked if meetings could be outside, as “I 

have a place where I like to go”. This turned out to be a mango tree just outside the 

school gates, but next to “The Rock Health Centre”. Thus, it remained in the 

school’s environs. I smiled at this suggestion because this very large tree was only a 

sapling when it was moved from my rented house in Kampala. In the end, 8 out of 

the 10 interviews were held there.  

 

In my reflexive journal (Journal entry, March 8 2022), I noted this decision of 

‘adaptability’ increased reliance on the inter-relationship between listener and 
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narrator. At the introductory workshop, this was expressed as wanting the other 

“to do well” (Participant 6). The ‘comforts’ of a more formal interview place, such 

as an office or static timetable, would have given me a sense of control. This 

environmental dominance risks pushing the storytellers to the “margins”, which is a 

colonialist method (Tuhiwai Smith, 2021, 146).  

 

With methodological alignment, the participants wanted the opportunity to have 

informal face-to-face interviews as the primary method for capturing their narrated 

data. “This is our way of talking about important things” (Participant 9). This 

process enables the storyteller-listener model, which results in minimal 

interruptions when the listener approaches their role reflexively (Squire, 2013, 47-

71). It achieves this dynamic by acknowledging that the storyteller must have 

“space” to give their account. Without this provision, the researcher silences their 

world instead of finding a way to be part of it.  

 

We agreed that I would audio-record the interviews on my laptop. I then intended 

to conduct “naturalistic" verbatim transcribing that included non-verbal cues, 

repetitions, and extraneous utterances (Oliver et al., 2005, 1273-1289). This 

verbatim record represents “the real world”, which I thought critical as I was 

concerned about misrepresentation or silencing (2005, 1273-1289).  

 

However, it was not acceptable to the teachers as their version. As educators, they 

wanted a formal narrative account that followed English language conventions 

more closely. This would give them a theological autobiography for their reflection 

and ownership. In addition, as part of an academic project, they found it 

disconcerting that their command of the English language could reflect poorly on 

the community; “This is going to be read by people in the UK, we want it to read 

properly” (Participant 10). Negating their concerns was incongruent with 

preventing participant anxiety.  

 

The research-approved transcriptions became intelligent verbatim records. These 

align with meaning-making in ethnography. It applies where language structure and 
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speech patterns are not as critical as what the storyteller wants to convey (Oliver et 

al., 2005, 1273-1289 & Green et al., 1997, 172-176). I aimed to provide transcripts 

that had academic clarity, whilst retaining a ‘flavour’ of Ugandan colloquialisms to 

retain their uniqueness and relatability.   

 

In the interviews, my approach was informal and predominantly inductive, 

responding as I would in everyday conversations. I resorted to open questions 

agreed upon in the introductory workshop. I used these if the conversation failed to 

develop organically in a direction that met the research objectives (Bold, 2012, 19). 

One universal deductive question was common: “Is there a story from your life that 

reflects your understanding of the Christian faith?” I resorted to three others for six 

interviews to maintain focus on the research's primary and secondary questions 

(Squire, 2013, 47-71): 

 

• What are the Bible passages that speak to your experience? 

• What are the cultural sayings that you use to tell your story, and do 

they connect with the Bible? 

• In your experience, is there a difference between how Ugandan and 

White Christians express their faith? 

 

I audio-recorded the conversations on my laptop and reconfirmed this acceptance 

before each interview. It was also agreed that I could make notes of non-verbal 

cues. This retained the personality of the storyteller; now the transcription process 

had changed. 

 

Despite occasional distractions, which received no recognition from the storyteller, 

the informality afforded by the ‘mango tree’ interviews matched the humility of the 

stories. Contrastingly, the two interviews undertaken in a small meeting room were 

claustrophobic due to the daytime temperature and lack of airflow. From my 

perspective, they felt less relaxed. Moreover, because the interviews were behind 

closed doors, student interruption frequently occurred because the interview 

process could not be seen. A notice had been put on the door, but it failed to have 
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the required result. That said, neither the storytelling nor the relationship between 

me and the narrator had suffered from the participants’ perspective.  

 

I make this claim due to the positive post-interview atmosphere and later in the 

Talking Circle that the opportunity to share their story had been vital to them; “we 

are excited to be part of your thesis and were pleased to share our testimony with 

you” (Participant 8, Talking Circle). This was further confirmed in one-to-one and 

collective post-research feedback concerning the interview experience (Rabinowitz, 

2014). 

 

My responsibility, theologically and ethically, was to capture and appreciate the 

stories and motifs important to the teachers at this time and place (Ganzevoort, 

2010, 335). I noted the strong temptation to interrupt and steer the discussions; 

this did not surprise me (Journal entry, March 10 2022). I had a reflexive awareness 

of this tendency due to my professional experience, where I was finding answers to 

predetermined questions. Furthermore, there were ‘types’ of stories I was 

expecting to hear but were not forthcoming.  

 

If I interfered with the storytelling, attempting to change the core meaning or 

expand the narrative, I would display the same colonialism I wanted to unveil in 

WMT. This self-recognition meant that I facilitated instead of controlling, and when 

I started to identify links between the stories, the more excited I became by the 

possibilities. 

 

I noted in my journal the revelatory moment when my ethical responsibility to 

participants had transformed from premise to practice (Journal entry, March 10, 

2022). They shared the reality of faith amidst the complex social themes of their 

living theology without reference to formal resources. It was an exciting example of 

the “poetics of testimony”, whereby those without a warrant can speak of hope 

through their experiences (Chopp, 2001, 61).  

 



 

84 
 

The intimate nature of this research demanded that the data remain personalised 

even after the stories were collectively themed. The potential for colonisation 

comes from me as the researcher looking at the stories as if under a microscope 

and then reappropriating them as new White knowledge through “positional 

superiority” (Tuhiwai-Smith, 2021, 67 & 69).   

 

This intent to decolonise my practice was changing my relationship with teaching 

staff, including non-participants. I noticed that many I knew but had never invested 

significant time informally conversing with were coming to see the other practical 

work I did between interviews. They wanted to know more about me, have my 

time, or, as one remarked in a follow-up interview;  

 

“I have known you since the old site, but I have never really spoken to 

you-you are always busy, but I thought you were unfriendly” 

(Participant 4).  

 

In my journal that evening, I simply wrote: 

 

Stopping and listening enables the prophetic.20 

 

Conducting the interviews under the mango tree was informal, friendly, relational 

and transformative. The stories were told, and I listened and asked questions. 

Sometimes the stories asked emotional and theoretical questions of me. It did not 

feel like research but a conversation between friends. After I had transcribed the 

interviews, we collectively continued to develop the research community’s 

narrative knowledge. 

 

 

 

 
20 It reveals the theory of ‘forthtelling’ (P 71 footnote). In deliberately choosing to ‘stop’, it showed a 
level of relationship that, for some, I had not entered into.  
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Data Interrogation: 

Concerning the interrogation of data, the participants had a revising, approving and 

creative role. The intelligent transcription method was the first stage of the 

analytical process. To transcribe in this way, I had to become “absorbed in the data” 

and identify the “features of interaction”, thus gaining a meta-understanding of the 

raw material (Wiggins, 2017, 91). After that, I used inductive "open-coding" to 

bracket themes, patterns and motifs from the stories (Bold, 2012, 130). I decided 

not to use deductive coding as I wanted the community narrative to emerge from 

the unedited material rather than preconceived ideas.  

 

The coding process started with looking at each expression within the sentence 

structure and assigning a word or short phrase that distilled its meaning. This was 

from the transcribed words and the storyteller’s emphasis and non-verbal cues. I 

then grouped them thematically. Next, I reflected on these theologically, identifying 

where, from my developing narrative epistemology, the biographical and Christian 

motifs connected to answer the thesis question. Once I completed this cycle, I 

inserted these themes at the bottom of the transcription. An example of the 

process from Participant 9:21 

 

Expression:     “Pastors say God listens to them more than other people” 

Keywords/Phrase:      Spiritual hierarchy   

Theme:             Community status through religious structures 

Narrative:        False Leaders  

 

Afterwards, I met separately with each teacher to read the transcript together and 

discuss their story, now captured in writing and the themes I had identified. All 

participants asked that I read aloud whilst they accompanied me silently. Although 

these instances were rare, we made alterations as we progressed. Once the 

transcription accuracy was agreed upon, I explained how I had identified the 

 
21 I list the complete process, but the ‘narrative’ is in cooperation with the storyteller. My aim is that 
the reader can see the process in one place.  
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dominant themes. Once we had finalised these, we worked towards identifying 

narratives that brought the coding process together.  

 

As this was a reflexive exercise, I conclude that the absence of significant changes 

to the transcripts and coding partly resulted from the transparency of this self-

assessment. Additionally, the time between the interview, transcription, analysis 

and co-reading was within 48 hours, which meant that the storyteller, their story 

and the listener remained connected.  

 

Participants displayed little emotion during the initial interviews, remaining stoic 

during their storytelling. Conversely, reading and listening to an ordered account 

did cause hesitation and sometimes an audible reaction, such as a sigh or “yes”, 

when affirming a particular point. The overwhelming emotions were contentment 

and joy as we read their life of faith in light of Christ’s. For example, Participant 1 

exclaimed: “I can see Jesus in my life”. Walton (2014, 164) describes this dynamic as 

“canonical narrative theology”. Reflecting on our autobiographies, we understand 

and develop our part in Jesus’ incarnation drama.  

 

Once I had completed this review for each storyteller and identified narratives 

jointly, the next stage was “code weaving”(Saldaña, 2013, 247f). This identified 

where these motifs formed a connecting web across the dataset. This process 

established the narrative paradigm for our theological reflection and changed my 

knowledge from experiential to empirical. Eight theological motifs were identified 

for presentation to the Talking Circle.  

 

This discussion group developed from a secondary data capture method to one that 

became a place for aesthetic creation. However, at the introductory workshop, we 

agreed that I would meet with the two Key Informants to discuss the proposed 

genus for presenting the teachers’ stories at the Talking Circle. I accepted the 

request as it remained within the methodological principles. It also continued to 

recognise that my interpretive involvement is an essential part of my humaneness 

as a “hermeneutical creature” (McFague, 1982, 55). 
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Meeting with the Key Informants: 

At this research juncture, I found agreement with White Anthropologist, Todd 

Whitmore’s self-reflections. My Whiteness was not a research “impediment” 

but a complexity (Whitmore, 2019, 166). Reflexive practice used to disclose 

my Whiteness was a pathway that pushed me increasingly to an insider 

research position. My self-awareness progressed from an academic ethical 

pursuit to one that allowed openness with the participants. This resulted in 

their research expectations increasing as participants now saw me clearly. 

Related to this, Participant 1 said in the interview;  

 

I thought we would just be answering your questions, but I see  

you are helping us in a good way, so we can say what we want to.  

 

I sought to make these projections “intelligible” and transparent (Whitmore, 

2019, 166). On page 65, I mentioned how Whiteness is often veiled; now I had 

to speak directly. This is where my thesis, centred on quietening external 

influences so my participants would be heard, could collapse. 

 

Following the discussions in the introductory workshop concerning the 

potential use of proverbs or poetry to culturally reflect the participants’ 

stories, I undertook further research as agreed (p. 76). I became increasingly 

fascinated through the literature and informal conversations on the Ugandan 

use of poetry in mean-making.  

 

I approached the Key Informants, where we first analysed the code-weaving 

method and outcomes. Once concluded, I presented an aesthetic form that I 

thought remained within the research boundaries. This reflects the messiness 

of cultural research. It is more than static methods of observation and 

interviews but relies on the “ethnographer’s spirit” (Philipps, July 2, 2019). At 

the inductive level, my spirit is witnessed through my adaptability, the source 

of which is my “avowedly personal” engagement with the research context 

(Dingwall, 1980, 880). My basic motivation is found in the Ugandan proverb 
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“One who sees something good must narrate it” (Anon.). I see goodness 

everywhere in this community.   

 

As a researcher, I could have made a stronger stand when I was asked to 

become involved with developing poetic praxis. There would be security if I 

only undertook a theological reflection directly from the data, using their 

voices as literal references. There is a risk of my Whiteness affecting outcomes 

that disrupt these stories. Such cautiousness would mean that Ugandan voices 

would be forced into a White academic schema that did not align with their 

epistemology.  

 

Additionally, I could not ignore their ideas, as it would negate an anticolonial 

intent that starts by listening vigilantly. I was asked to pursue an alternative 

paradigm so their voice could be captured in a way that they felt would have 

community relatability and ownership. My role was to provide the means for 

doing this, whilst being communicable to the readers of this thesis. 

Furthermore, I had to ensure that the research achieved its aims and 

objectives. Ensuring storytellers felt valued and gratified was a key indicator 

of this (p. 13). 

 

Ethnography is a deliberately “messy” methodology. It puts its faith in the 

interpretative competence of the researcher when immersed in a complex social 

milieu. Rather than seeking the security of my pre-conceived methods, I navigated 

an inductive course because I had cultivated an openness to my participants’ 

narrative worlds (Nimmo, 2011, 113). Such negotiation is not unproblematic and is 

an important methodological consideration. It has no less concern than 

determining what is “ethical research practice” (Parker, 2007, 2253). Participants 

would still need to co-participate in any methodological developments and remain 

co-producers of knowledge, not just the source (Rueller et al., 2020, 6). Although 

my course was inductive, it was also cautious and reflexive.  
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I first set out the data to see if a method naturally emerged that could be used to 

co-construct a ‘contextualised’ parable of the mustard seed (Matt. 13:31-32). This 

was a coherent motif across the dataset. It was used as a direct reference in seven 

interviews. However, I became aware of ulterior motives as this would emerge 

‘neatly’ into a canonical narrative theology (p. 86), which I would be comfortable 

with. I am particularly fond of this parable and imagined presenting and defending 

its use. Adding to this concern, it failed to reflect the breadth, interconnections and 

nuances in the data. The participants’ uniqueness would be lost.  

 

I proceeded, focusing on the means of interconnection instead of an end product. I 

considered how we could craft proverbs that followed Ugandan rhythms. After 

further research, I understood that Ugandan proverbs are epistemologically 

significant and an “apperceptive mode” of African thought (Udoiden, 1984, 128-

129). Not only do they contain communities' collective wisdom and memory, but 

they are also interconnected and presented as such. The narrator uses many 

proverbs to establish a certain point (1984, 129). I could not attempt to join with 

this approach with integrity. The teachers did not want me as a bystander to 

creative knowledge, but to be actively involved. In addition, they represent various 

community traditions but are forming a narrative for a new community. 

 

I agree with Schreiter (1985/2015, 19f) that the community collectively must be the 

local theologian. Their combined reflections are the prime author of theology. 

However, I am more hesitant about the level to which the White outsider should 

influence its development without robust accountability and self-awareness (2015, 

22f). To propose a decolonised narrative theology, I had to connect the disparate 

stories with an approach relatable to teachers as intuitively Ugandan and 

representative of WTA. I wanted to participate in this creative exercise as 

a collaborative researcher-theologian. 

 

In his research into Indigenous stories of lament in East Africa and its neighbouring 

countries, Katongole (2017, 33) asserts that poetry captures the “simplicity, ethics 

and aesthetic” of Christian hope. He uses a portraiture methodology to capture this 
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ideology. As this marks a critical point in research development, I consider this 

under its own subsection. 

 

Portraiture: 

Portraiture brings together poetry and empiricism to disclose stories’ creative 

energy and intricacy (Katongole, 2017, 35). It seeks to “blend artistic expression 

with scientific rigour to form an aesthetic whole” (Hackman, 2002, 51).  

The portraitist, through dialogue with those they are studying, “records and 

interprets experiences, [] documenting their voices, visions,[] knowledge and 

wisdom” until images evolve (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, xv). Katongole 

promotes this methodology because it is appropriate for discovering a “theology of 

hope for Africa”. The outcomes are never presented as a final version but await 

community refinement (2017, 34). This afforded a Ugandan literal path to follow. 

 

Not only does portraiture synergise poetry and social science, but it also intends to 

move beyond the latter's narrow intent. This tends to focus on specific problems 

instead of the search for the imperfect “goodness” of the whole (Katongole, 2017, 

34). The portraitist produces specific contextual descriptions from stories, but also 

seeks the “central story, developing a convincing and authentic narrative” 

(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, 12).   

 

As a research strategy, poetic portraits are designed to capture the richness and 

complexity of human experiences in their social context. As part of the research 

community, the narrator’s character is also seen (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 

1997). The method's distinctiveness derives from the poem’s ability to manifest my 

voice in dialogue with the participants. My voice is discerned through the “sound 

and meaning of their(s)” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, 105). It must do this 

whilst honouring the participants’ narratives as its ultimate objective (Richardson, 

2001). 

 

Lawrence-Lightfoot (2005, 3) brings clarity to the portraiture method by reflecting 

on a time when her portrait was painted. She spoke of the collaboration required to 
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achieve a final portrayal. As the subject sat over many weeks, the developing sketch 

took shape. The artist identified different facial characteristics arising from the 

subject’s positive and negative encounters of that day. Resultantly, the final 

painting was not a mirrored reflection, but the artist captured her “essence”: “It 

was probing, layered, and interpretive” (2005, 3). The portrait reflected what the 

artist saw ‘beneath’ at that time and in context.  

 

This peaceful unveiling came through the building of a relationship whereby the 

artist was mindful of their subject’s feelings and experience (2005, 3). This is the 

collaborative essence of portraiture. The portraitist selects the themes used to tell 

the story, decides on the points of focus and develops narrative rhythms. 

Coherence flows inductively from data and the “interpretive witness of the 

portraitist” (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2005, 7f). However, just as a painter starts with an 

outline sketch and then builds layers of detail, a story similarly develops. That said, 

in this cross-cultural research, such layering developed collaboratively. I was not 

working towards personal interpretation but a collective representation. 

 

The preliminary sketch comes from my community experiences, where I have 

listened to stories, shared my own and been involved with its activities. The next 

layer of detail in the portrait originates from the development of the co-

constructed methodology, and then hearing the participants’ autobiographical 

accounts. Upon this lies the data interrogation, narrative analysis and Talking Circle. 

From these individual and collective engagements, creative expression forms.  

 

This layering provides critical insight into the WTA theological culture. It is a 

collaborative performance that represents the community’s hope, which is formed 

from a participatory faith (Katongole, 2017, xv). This challenges Christian 

scholarship, which fails to provide a positive narrative of the difference the ordinary 

Christian gospel makes in communities (2017, 24).  

 

There is a significant difference between “listening to a story and listening for a 

story” (Welty, 1983). The first concerns passive reception, where the researcher 
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absorbs information but does “little to give it shape and form” (1983). The latter, 

which concerns the portraitist, is engaging. They seek out the story and are active in 

its creation and coherence with its themes, but they do not direct the drama 

(1983). The participants remain custodians of their data. The portraitist’s position is 

part of their creativity but is more evident than in any other “research form” 

(1983). This is counterbalanced with a heightened reflexivity that manages the 

tension between “predisposition and rigorous skeptiscm” (1983).  

 

Portraiture’s second research paradox is connecting the voices of storytellers, the 

portraitist and readers to influence change. The portraitist must have discernment 

in this understanding. They seek to build community by providing transformative 

spaces for dialogue. For this reason, portraiture has been called a “people’s 

scholarship”(Featherstone, 1989, 367-378). Field data gives voice to everyday 

experience by providing it with intimacy and points of connection with others 

(1989, 367-378). The potential for transformation spoke to the intent to reach 

outside of the community. 

 

To create each poem, the process I discussed with the Key Informants aligned with 

that of Portraitist Djanna Hill (2005, 102). They would be foregrounded by direct 

quotes and keywords from the interview transcripts that would confirm the 

participants’ primacy. I use my voice to witness and express my fluid position, which 

looks across narrative patterns to see the whole (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, 

87). My unique position within this research group is an advantage as it allowed me 

to see their stories “through new eyes” (Hill, 2005, 103).  

 

I noticed details that were not deemed particularly striking or noteworthy to the 

participants because of their familiarity with the story. Listening out for this 

ordinariness confirms how the portraitist looks for and seeks to capture “texture 

and cadence”. They explore stories’ meaning and transport their sound and 

message into the text through “carefully selected quotations” (Lawrence-Lightfoot 

& Davis, 1997, 99). This had the added advantage of helping to maintain 
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confidentiality. This was a concern of participants, where their identity would be 

disclosed if too many consecutive details were revealed (p.76). 

 

By requesting that I devise a method for bringing the teachers’ stories together, I 

became the research “portraitist”. Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997, 8-11) 

describe this position as a “boundary sitter”. As a “witness”, they see the whole 

story and develop a “language and narrative style” to capture its essence. The 

aesthetic pattern seeks to explain complex truths in intelligible ways, requiring the 

portraitist to be constructive, not passive (1997, 11). The portraitist also seeks to 

link local stories to a wider community, synergising with the research intent’s 

relatability. This is highlighted by the teachers’ insistence on intelligent verbatim 

transcripts (p. 80) as the research will be read by non-Ugandans.  

 

Consequently, binary distinctions of positionality are reimagined. As Australian 

cross-cultural portraitists Sara Weuffen and Aunty Marjorie Pickford stress, there 

must be togetherness and reflexivity. Narrativists receive, shape and reflect the 

storytelling of Indigenous peoples, instead of “imposing” and “improvising” in ways 

that their voice becomes interrupted (2021, 73). This is achieved through a “grey 

methodology” where, in the location of this research, Black and White developed 

the way ahead. This was not through compromise, but by creating a bespoke 

approach. After all, in this thesis, the participants are also researchers. This means 

participants are afforded meaningful space for proactive contribution, not just a 

check-and-balance function. 

 

We had eight consistent themes and secondary motifs representing the teachers’ 

stories. Bringing these together in a single poem was unrealistic. The result of 

attempting such a task would be an overcomplicated narrative and would minimise 

the theological importance of each. Such an endeavour would also be difficult to 

communicate and require endless explanations.  

 

This is contra to the intent of cross-cultural portraiture, which concerns unveiling 

stories naturally. The warrant the participants gave me to develop ways to give 
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them a voice meant that my trajectory was inductive and proactive. I would not be 

passive and rely on static structures. I searched for a poetic form that could align 

with this cross-cultural emphasis.  

 

Afriku: 

This tension and the possibility afforded by portraiture led me into an unfamiliar 

place. I had limited knowledge of poetry, especially its use in practical theology. I 

continued my research on Ugandan literary conventions. I discovered that poetry 

has dominated and persisted in Uganda’s oral tradition, including the domains of 

theology and ethical discourse (Nabukonde, 2012, 3-4 cf. Agiresaasi, 2014). 

Research in other African oral communities identifies that poetry provides a reliable 

method for ethnographic research (Abu-Lughod, 2016, 27f).  

 

Pursuing my investigations further, I identified that Uganda has a developing 

interest in Afriku poetry. Afriku is an Africanised inculturation of Haiku poetry 

and is a term popularised by Ghanaian poet Adjei Agyei-Naah (Afriku, 2020). 

Whilst interest is growing in this genre, it is not widely known in rural Uganda, 

outside of those with specific literary interests. It was not an obvious choice, 

so I had to consider its appropriateness carefully. This was a task requiring 

tentativeness because we were constructing local theology, no longer 

theoretical musings. 

 

One of Afriku’s leading voices, Susan Kiguli, is an associate professor of literature at 

Makerere University, Kampala. She is not only a resident of the Luwero district, 

where WTA resides, but has also published in the Mamba. This is the journal of the 

Africa Haiku Network (Kiguli, 2017). Another Ugandan, Andrew Omuna, won the 

Babishair Niwe (Creating with You) prize for Haiku poetry in 2020 (Omuna, 2020). 

Omuna uses this form because, although its origin is not African, its ability to 

capture cultural experiences and its adaptability enable its profile to be inculturated 

into something uniquely African (Omuna, August 2, 2020).  
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Haiku established itself in Senegal in the 1990s as a new art form and became a 

stronghold in Kenya in 2006, and is part of that country’s secondary school syllabus. 

From Kenya, it reached out to the neighbouring region (Agyei-Baah, 2021).  

It coalesces with African epistemology with its appreciation of nature, culture and 

the environment (Agyei-Baah, 2021). It runs counter to Western poetry, 

encouraging the reader to pause and reflect, not influence or coerce.  

 

Ghanaian poet Kwame Dawes (25 March 2007) contends that neither Western 

poetry nor Haiku fits African language conventions, with English use of this form 

being particularly “clumsy”. Yet, he has translated his poetry using the Haiku 

rhythm as a framework, admitting that in doing so, its rules were broken, but the 

effort remains valuable (2007).  

 

This fracturing has become Afriku, with fellow Ghanaian Agyei-Baah (Afriku: Haiku 

& Senryu from Ghana) leading the way with a collection of Afriku poems. He uses 

this device because “it is a good way to tell African stories” (Zackrogow Blogspot, 

July 3, 2022). As a novice poet, I could see what Dawes had observed. Haiku may 

not translate especially well formatically, but they are “slim,”[] “efficient and lack 

ostentation” (2007). 

 

Haiku poetry traditionally consists of three lines, the first having five syllables, the 

second, seven and the third returning to five. In its contemporary form, the 

syllables are less important; what is retained is a short-long-short line pattern 

(Unknown, July 2024). While Haiku originated in Japan, it started to incorporate a 

broader spirituality in the 17th century than in its beginnings, which focused on 

nature.  

 

They are recognisable as prayers; therefore, they have a “diagnostic value” (Zaleski 

& Zaleski, 2005, 15). They present in “microcosm” the motifs that express the 

believer's life. Afriku follows the three-line convention, but, conforming with 

contemporary forms, is not constrained by syllabic rules but reflects its intent on 

brevity. This reflects the composition of Ugandan proverbs. 
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Afriku has departed from Japanese Haiku and moved beyond the “hierarchical 

influence” of White language conventions (Marshall & Simpson, 2006, 118). It 

confronts colonialism as it diverges from the “binary thinking central to Western 

thought”; therefore, it does not require deconstruction but affords creative spaces 

for reflection (2006, 118).  

 

Evan Mwangi’s Hybridity in Emergent East African Poetry (2007,42) considers the 

hybridity of poetic forms and how they move beyond postcolonial theories that 

focus on the “coloniser-colonised”. Poetic hybrids intend for research communities 

to sit in the realm of “social renewal” (2007, 42). Contemporary East African poets 

like Susan Kiguli are claiming this space because they are critical of the “empty 

slogans” and ideological phraseology of postcolonial African poetry. They do this 

without accepting Western assimilations (2007, 42).  

 

Postcolonial theorist Homi Rhaba (1994, e.g. 4 & 276) identifies the space between 

cultures where the modern poets reside as “interstitial” because they deconstruct 

the binary of self and other. This enables new communities to form from their 

differences. Ramazin (2001, 17) describes the postcolonial poet as a “hybrid muse”, 

not only in the content of their work but the cultural forms employed. Staying 

within one cultural form continues the fixed binary of postcolonial distinctions. 

 

Decolonising must embrace contrasting styles of Indigenous storytelling that reflect 

their spiritual, cultural and creative patterns (Christensen et al., 2018, xi). Although 

Afriku is not a Western imposition, my reflexivity acknowledges that, due to my 

influence, I could impose Whiteness through its creation.  

 

As a theologian-researcher, I must be prepared to navigate nontraditional ways of 

data communication because research does not have to “look a certain way” 

(Faulkner et al., 2022, 987-997). I chose an Afriku-Portraiture hybrid to present to 

the Key Informants as a way to provide the participants with the stories and poetic 

‘keepsakes’ they wanted (p.76). I did this whilst enabling wider access to this 
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knowledge through poems that are “evocative, engaging and sensitive” (2022, 987-

977). 

 

Returning to my meeting with the Key Informants, we discussed whether using 

Portraiture and Afriku in light of this commentary was epistemologically acceptable 

and would be welcomed as a local Ugandan theological form. Explaining the 

research I had undertaken and the burgeoning interest in Uganda and the region, it 

was decided that “this can work for us” (Opio, 16 March 2022).  

 

We then discussed how to write poems so that each participant would feel fully 

involved and share a sense of achievement and ownership of them. As this was a 

new venture for all concerned, I was tasked to present the portraiture process and 

workshop an example of Afriku construction, because “we have never done such a 

thing” (participant 7). Following this, two creative groups would discuss each 

narrative motif simultaneously, draft an Afriku, and present it for discussion. The 

Informants wanted to be fully involved in the creativity of these groups whilst 

acting as their chairs.  

 

I was asked to moderate the discussions flowing from the poem’s presentations, 

bringing their ideas together and encouraging thought. This needed to be a 

reflexive exercise to avoid overly directing the conversations. I have moderated 

many times at WTA when requested to run such new learning sessions, but on 

reflection, I have tended to consider productivity. In doing so, I have leaned 

towards more interventionist facilitation. By identifying this, I recognised my 

creative imagination would be present, but had a self-awareness that my 

moderation could lead in a particular direction.  

 

I was also concerned about the time the writing process would take, but the 

Informants dismissed this worry. If more time was needed, this would be allocated 

as the group was committed to the process, so “all would be as it should”. We 

proceeded as per our discussions, agreeing that the Key Informants had the 

freedom to intervene when they thought their assistance was required. Thus, I 



 

98 
 

planned the presentation of this hybrid method to the Talking Circle for their 

inculturation.    

 

Talking Circle: 

Talking Circles are discussion groups for people of similar interests (Tuhiwai Smith 

2021, 146). I have used this title rather than a more familiar Western term, such as 

focus groups. These clusters allowed the teachers to reflect upon the storytelling 

process and discuss the interconnecting motifs they had not yet seen. From this, we 

discussed the resulting potential to impart an inculturated theology. We agreed to 

use this additional method because triangulation contributes to a more "thorough 

exploration of phenomena” (Lambert & Loiselle, 2008, 228-237). When sharing 

storytelling knowledge in such groups, we interconnect as we build on existing 

relationships (Christensen et al., 2018, xiv). These conversations also inform 

Chapter Three, which discusses how they inform those theologies used in the 

literature review. 

 

A Talking Circle uses the participants’ collective "interactive data" to "increase the 

depth of inquiry”. It achieves this by unveiling details that remain undisclosed 

during the face-to-face interviews (Nunkoosing 2005, 698-706). Using my 

experiences of working in a sizeable Ugandan organisation, I suggested that a 

separate Talking Circle be made available to hear the perspective of female 

teachers distinctly. I identified this option in my ethics application, understanding 

that Uganda remains patriarchal. Even though constitutionally, its laws enshrine 

equality (Woodon & Onagoruwa, 2019).  

 

The participants universally saw no value in this because the consensus, as summed 

up by one female participant, “We are one”.22 As this was in a mixed setting, this is 

a bold statement to accept at face value. At play were the power dynamics of me as 

a White male and the Ugandan male participants, two holding senior positions at 

the school.  

 
22 Identifier witheld for confidentiality purpose.  
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Reflecting on this, I note that in African feminisms, there is no predisposition to 

separate the struggles of women and men. This is particularised concerning 

colonialism, where “men have themselves experienced the impacts of colonial-

based constraints on their agency” (Romm & Xoliswa, 2023, 293). Men are 

considered “partners in the struggle against gender oppression” (Chilisa, 2012, 

276).  

 

The quest for women's empowerment is sought in the context of “seeking 

connection, interactions and meetings that lead to social harmony” (Collins, 2000, 

261). Such transformative intent is consistent with an “African philosophical [and 

ethical] view”. Concerning Talking Circles, the researcher’s obligation to gender is as 

a “transformative healer”, bringing together the tensions arising from different 

perspectives (Chilisa & Ntseane, 2010, 618).  

 

I did not dismiss gender as an ethical issue, but to respect the African perspective 

and the voices in the ‘room’, I sought to make every person heard. Using my 

occupational behavioural experiences of transforming a large multi-disciplinary 

Ugandan organisation, and post-research conversations, I understood the meetings 

were harmonious.  

 

I conducted the Talking Circle in the physics laboratory, which is a large space. 

There was no projector available, but this room had three blackboards. I have 

restricted use of my hands; therefore, I accessed the classroom before the start 

time so I could use a ruler to make my writing legible. I wrote the interconnecting 

narratives and selective short phrases and supporting expressions that informed 

them. These came directly from the transcripts. This was the penultimate portrait 

layer, and the final one was the Talking Circle discussions, where the Afriku would 

be constructed.  

 

In view was the empowering of the participants to develop a theological creative 

form as co-researcher theologians. I was not restricting this to a static style for 

them to populate, but providing a poetic process, an outline sketch, open to local 
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refinement or change. For this process, I had self-adhesive whiteboard sheets and 

large multi-coloured markers to help transform a mundane classroom into a 

sensory environment (Literature Works, 21 March 2018).  

 

On one blackboard, I left space to give an example of an Afriku. This poem was 

unconnected with our data, so I also wrote an example of a portraiture process. 

This included imagined textual analysis. I used this to present the portraiture-Afriku 

method so we could plot a journey from moving from data to poetry. We used a 

‘learning by doing pedagogy’ to reflect the participants’ recent training (p. 72) and 

because active techniques work well where cultural differences exist (Chaggar, 

March 14, 2024): 

 

Expression:      When I sit in my garden I can picture God crying for us 

Keywords/short phrase: God’s compassion imagined  

Theme:              A glimpse of heaven from nature 

Narrative:        God’s relational being  

 

Afriku: 

Morning dew 

Perhaps heaven weeps 

For mankind. 

(Agyei-Baah, 2016) 

 

This example portraiture method received the same positive response as when I 

presented it to the Key Informants. They and the participants were now hearing it 

in a more developed form. I then discussed the analysis I used for this poem's 

construction, confirming it was an African example.  

 

I spoke of the conversations I have had with Ugandans over the years concerning 

the cultural importance of “going to the garden to dig”. It encompasses more than 

being a simple physical activity. They go early before school or work, so the ground 

is often wet. They like to spend time in nature and often talk with their neighbours.  
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I imagined them talking about God and how their faith acknowledges the care he 

has for them. It was a group portrait of them sitting in the garden together. 

Participant 5 said, “Ah, like the Garden of Eden”, which was a dimension I had not 

considered. I appreciated this input and the positive reaction to it from the 

participants. I encouraged them to continue in this vein by stimulating conversation 

and using the method as a structure for expression instead of an inflexible 

boundary.  

 

The portraitist captures subjects as they see them in time and context. I did not 

want this restricted to the interviews. If a new perspective emerged, I used it to add 

further definition or as an alternative to the example Afriku. It was another ‘sitting’. 

The atmosphere in the room relaxed, we had a short break and shared snacks.  

  

On returning to the classroom, I asked for any further comments on the draft and 

supporting motifs before we split into two groups to construct their Afriku portraits. 

This prompted fluid inter-participant conversations. There was a comment about 

brevity: “Are they not too short”? (Participant 2). In discussion, this question relates 

to its appropriateness for a doctoral thesis due to its compressed form, instead of a 

local theological concern. Overwhelmingly, the group’s response was an 

appreciation of the poem's simplicity. Participant captured this sentiment: “This 

short poem says more than the words above it” (see example).  

 

Another suggested that the example Afriku could also refer to the “ground being 

parched because that is bad if it lasts too long [] like the spirit not being 

present”(Participant 10). The forthcoming suggestions led to a conversation about 

the importance of our Afriku’s cohesiveness in harmoniously reflecting their voice: " 

So we are writing these poems for each other and the community” (Participant 7).  

 

Two participants said that they were surprised by this suggested direction because: 

“I have not seen you like this” [] “normally you talk to us so directly”(Participants 4 

& 8). The life of this small research community had changed, becoming naturally 

interactive with me. Thus, we approached each storied theme and crafted original 
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Afriku poetry. Constructing these poems was itself poetic, residing in the space 

between Ugandan teachers and a White researcher. We were back under the peace 

of the mango tree, but this time together as a group.  

 

I turned our attention to the connecting narratives, discussing how they had 

emerged from the individual data. They were content that these captured their 

collective theological priorities. This approval was critical for everything that 

followed, as it represented the bedrock of the research findings. We reflected on 

each narrative, its supporting keywords and theme. 

 

Afriku writing: 

After prayer, the Key Informants described how the workshop would be conducted 

and asked, “Are we together”? The reaction was affirmative. The groups were 

divided and sat at opposite ends of the room. They were then asked to consider the 

same narrative theme. They were provided pens and paper, and the Key Informants 

acted as the Chair for their teams. As the overall moderator, I was available for 

advice and to maintain a creative atmosphere during these break-out sessions.  

 

Concerning this, I suggested the teams write their thoughts down as they 

progressed instead of waiting for a poem to emerge. I also encouraged that this 

scribing should contain at least one word, phrase or idea from each person. The 

first session took over an hour before they were ready to present. The pace 

increased as confidence and understanding grew. 

 

Once, the groups had drafted their Afriku, a member read it aloud, and I wrote it on 

a WhiteBoard. We celebrated the poetry and also asked someone from the other 

group to read the same poem aloud. Once finished, the process was repeated. As 

the moderator, with both poems side-by-side, I asked responsive questions of the 

poems and general questions, such as: 

 

• What were the participants’ favourite lines and why? 

• How were they connected with the narrative motifs? 
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• Which were the most meaningful theologically? 

• Where did the poems converge or diverge?  

 

As these were discussed, I used their resultant conversations to shape and move 

the poems to the blackboard as we agreed on their form. As I added my voice to 

theirs, I reflected that this Talking Circle, which focused on giving the teacher’s 

theological voice, meant our interactions were more open than I had previously 

experienced. 

 

The portrait from the first discussion is found on page 119. I started here because it 

illustrated most straightforwardly the idea of using the narrative, keywords and 

poetic themes in its composition.  

 

The narrative was “False leaders”23. The keywords/short phrase: Sitting, mango 

tree, outside of church, spiritual hierarchy, talking, shepherds, freedom. The theme 

was “a forgotten priesthood”. In addition to the aforementioned general questions, 

we discussed the following in response to the two drafts, which I have interpretively 

structured as these naturally emerged from the to-and-fro discussions: 

 

• Who chose the mango tree, and why was it special? 

• How could such places be thought of as a church?  

• If they announced to the community that a Christian meeting was being held 

there, who would join and why?  

• Who could run such a gathering?  

• What do we mean by leaders? 

• Who is responsible for their appointment? 

• How would they be chosen?  

 

 
23 I am building upon the example from individual coding used in Data Interrogation (p.85) 
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We continued in this vein. I moderated, encouraged and prompted discussions. 

Together we laughed, sighed and supported one another. It was also messy. The 

participants had informal breakaway conversations, challenged emphasis or indeed 

suggested new ideas. Whilst I am evident in the poems, I am also an observer of 

them because they concern Ugandan storytelling. The poems are theirs, so even 

after I had written their consensus, they remained well-formed sketches until 

a unanimous endorsement was heard through applause and many amens!  

 

The final changes once poems had been written on the blackboards concerned 

language directness, notably; the hope for a better future following education 

became “better tomorrows” (Narr. 8, p. 197); shadow became faith formed in 

“darkness” (Narr. 4, p. 167)’; Jesus mimics changed to “represents” God’s desire 

(Narr. 6, p.182). Mimic had emerged through the moderation, but on final 

reflection was not easily understood in the context of Jesus and how it would be 

read in the wider community or indeed translated: “it seems as if Jesus is somehow 

acting” (Participant 1), or “not being true” (Participant 10).    

 

In the end, the Talking Circle’s poetic element required an extra session, which was 

conducted the following afternoon. The Afriku were received as being “like our 

proverbs” (Participant 3): the “wisdoms” in the Bible (Participant 8), or “parables of 

our communities” (Participant 1). They appreciated their pattern and wanted to 

replicate their simple structure as a method for future theological reflection: "We 

can do this in our communities and languages” (Participant 6).  

 

They were also pleased with my engagement as an enabling poetic portraitist: “I did 

not see our stories looking like this [] but now I see them, I am happy” (Participant 

2). Another remarked that they liked the poems as they “talk about our faith, but I 

can also see you speaking kindly to us through these words” (Participant 1). Even 

though it was their work, my involvement had revealed a different side of me, one 

shaped by Ugandan experiences. From the feedback, they had witnessed a 

community-focused side of my character that meant I was in the poem's writing. In 



 

105 
 

my journal, I wrote an Afriku formed from an African proverb and the bible verse on 

the school wall: 

 

Walk Humbly 

To see everything 

Look for one form 

 

The proud person looks everywhere and does not know what to  

Look for. The humble person looks for one thing and sees  

everything (anon..). 

 

This poetic reflection on the Talking Circle emphasised the importance of the one 

form. To be in the research and not above it, I had to listen to their stories, rather 

than relying on reading the literal words. My bias is to be task-oriented and 

systematic. This requires examining and directing every detail, but it silences the 

storytellers and the hearers of their stories.    

 

Finally, I was asked how I would use these Afriku in my thesis (Participant 8). We 

agreed that their interconnected narratives would provide the subsection headings. 

Then would follow a theological reflection using the storied material to inform 

them through short, direct quotations, rather than long extracts. Each subsection 

would close with the corresponding Afriku. In this way, we followed the aesthetic 

development of the teachers’ local theology.  

 

Preamble 

I have provided a synopsis of Uganda’s political and religious landscape (pp 45-52), 

identifying the presence of violence in its colonial and neocolonial history. This 

provides readers with a contextual framework and an imaginative space to locate 

the teachers’ motifs arising from their individual and collective stories. However, 

before hearing their voices, I address a question that may be foreseeably raised 

after the teachers’ data is presented in Chapter Two: “Why did the teachers not 
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speak about Uganda’s near-recent conflicts”? Namely, the Luwero triangle 'Bush 

War' (1981-1986) and the LRA’s insurgency in Northern Uganda (1987-2006).24  

 

It is a reasonable question, as these conflicts have been comprehensively reported 

and are subjects of extensive and sometimes over-extensive post-conflict field 

research, which itself has caused harm (Alava, 2022, 103). The same participants 

and communities are asked to repeat their traumatic stories as if there were no 

other narrative of hope (2022, 103). It serves as a reminder that the reflexive 

practitioner must continually ask themselves, “For whose benefit is the research 

knowledge?” 

 

There is a tension in cross-cultural research concerning whose voice is heard. In the 

Methodology and Methods Chapter, I have addressed this in some detail. The 

thoughts of Bediako (2013, 54f) help locate my contribution concerning this specific 

question of storytelling silence. He argues we should move beyond contextual 

theologies to one of “representation” (54f). In the 2nd-4th centuries, Christian 

thought was shaped by the “events and processes” of the Mediterranean world, as 

the majority of Christians lived there. Later, as the faith moved and grew through 

Western, Northern Europe and North America, the source of theological thought 

changed accordingly.  

 

In the 21st century, the majority of Christians live in the global South, particularly 

Africa. The challenge to WMT is whether White Christians will learn from Africa. In 

the words of Mbiti (1976, 16f), “We have eaten theology with you [] the question is 

will you eat theology with us”? This conversation is what I seek to do. 

 

Missiology becomes more than how we communicate theology with others, but an 

exercise in self-understanding within Christian scholarship (Bediako, 2013, 59). 

Bediako (59) promotes cross-cultural mission as long as the “overlapping of our 

 
24 I have used the 2006 date because that is when the displaced persons camp resulting from the 
LRA’s barbaric activity began closing. I have mentioned that the care of students from these camps 
was WTA’s initial motivator (p.15) 
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contextual circles” draws on the resources gifted in the local stories of “what God 

has done in other histories” (Acts 2:11).   

 

There are apparent factors contributing to the silence on this subject. The research 

intention is to hear the teachers’ theological priorities through their testimonies at 

that time and place (p 68). These were shared as a response to an agreed open 

question: “Is there a story from your life that reflects your understanding of the 

Christian faith?” What follows is a theological reflection on their responses and how 

they connect or separate from WMT and ACT. As will be seen, they describe how 

God reveals himself in personal and community stories, and how this led them to 

find a home at WTA. The participant criteria that required five years of WTA 

experience so they could talk positively or negatively about ServeDirect, meant that 

neither age nor tribal identity was a determinant of selection (p. 79).  

 

If the research was conducted in 2005, when ServeDirect’s involvement started, 

there may have been such stories emerging in the interviews. Students and 

teachers mostly came from Northern Uganda, although even then, the war was not 

an everyday discussion. The demographic at WTA today is very different to those 

early years as participants come from across Uganda and, as will be illustrated by 

their voices in Chapter 2, form part of a new cross-ethnic cohesive community.  

 

Henni Alava (2022, 93) undertook extensive fieldwork in the Acholi sub-region of 

Northern Uganda, directly affected by the LRA. She records that as far back as 2012, 

she found a “profound sense of normalcy and recovery” and that people did not 

speak about the conflict unless directly asked (2022, 93). This is not to dismiss the 

importance of the imagined question because there can be veiled reasons why 

violence is not discussed. Research identifies that those suffering post-conflict 

trauma do not always want to talk about their experiences. However, it is wrong to 

impose the idea that silence is a “pathological sign of untreated psychological 

wounds” (Alava 2022, 97).  
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Silence is not only an absence of speech, but also refers to a state of stillness or a 

moment set aside for prayer (2022, 97). Koselleck (1989, 652) notes that there are 

events that are “beyond the pale of language,” leaving us mute, so the only 

response is to react with silence. Moreover, listening to what teachers said about 

their ‘normal’ stories may also passively involve giving non-direct pastoral attention 

to how they have come to terms with past trauma (Alava, 2022, 114). 

 

Instead of implying a failure of a medical practitioner or researcher, silence can be a 

“culturally appropriate coping mechanism” (Burnet, 2012) and a “political act full of 

agency” (Eastmond & Selimonic, 2012; Mt 27:14 & Lk 23:6-12). What has been 

imposed on post-conflict societies is an interpretation of collective trauma, and that 

speaking about it is the ultimate treatment (Fassim & Rechtman, 2009, 158).  

 

I know personally, being ‘cajolled’ into ever more counselling is traumatic. In my 

inner world, I sought a new journey, not a continual reliving of the past where there 

was no peace to be found. As Maček (2014, 4) asserts, for some, traumas are 

integrated into this “inner world”, in which case not talking about the past does not 

necessarily imply negative avoidance, but, rather, a “precarious movement towards 

healing.” Silence can also signal a pragmatic ‘coming to terms’ with a situation, 

representing a social skill that enables everyday life to continue (Alava, 2022, 99). 

For others, this will be different, and silence is a mark of their trauma. 

 

It is an ethical imperative that, as a researcher, I should not cause harm to my 

participants. The parameters of our research were established cooperatively. From 

the interviews and their group interactions, political or religious ‘battles’ that may 

loom large in discussions elsewhere in the country are not their obvious priority.  

 

I am not detached from Uganda’s past, as I have been travelling there since the 

near start of the conflict in the North. However, it is not my story to anecdotally tell 

or intentionally seek through this collaborative inductive research. It would have 

been unethical for me to “wreak havoc” (Alava, 2022, 107) with my observations, 

interests or world views; my task was to reflect on the lived experiences as 
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intimately shared with me by the participants. Reflectively, this mindfulness and 

caring for their story extends the concept of WTA being a ‘haven’ (p. 21). 

 

There are other aspects that I remain cognisant of during the interviews and in my 

everyday life when in Uganda. Katongole (2011, 12) speaks of a social memory 

where the horror of conflict does not fade with the initial victims, but continues 

generationally and in places that were not directly impacted. They live on in public 

records, research papers and written history (12). But in communities such as the 

Acholi, the change is experienced in narrative patterns and the fracture of 

community norms.  

 

In an interview conducted by Alava (2022, 160), a participant responded to this, 

saying that Acholi society had been “reduced to debris”. It was not only the war, 

but the “mad[ness]” of the displacement camps and then the alcohol and drug 

abuse in an attempt to find “consolation for unacceptable death in mass form” 

(160). The Acholi “moral code” was broken with the influence and authority of 

Elders and parents diminished (161).    

 

There is a tension in Uganda’s postcolonial history between tribal identity and the 

reality of Uganda being a multi-ethnic nation (Alava, 2022, 171). An example of this 

tension is that only 42% can sing the national anthem, whereas 90% know their 

tribal song of allegiance (Kiza, ‘national anthem,’ March 6, 2020). Religious and 

cultural leaders have played a significant role in shaping tribal identities, and this 

discord is therefore an integral part of Ugandan social structure (2022, 171).  

 

Experientially, discussions of conflict in other parts of the country enforce old 

stereotypes concerning the problems with ‘other’ tribes. My conversations with 

Ugandans from across the country are that they do not need to be continuously 

associated with the violence in their post-colonial history. They want people to see 

and hear of a different story, one of hope, peace and faithfulness. Even today, 

when I speak to people of a similar age to me about Uganda, they refer to the 

former president Idi Amin Dada Oumee (1971-1979) and ask, “What is it like now”?  
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In the early years at WTA, the students would foremost define themselves tribally. 

This would come to the fore in the ‘competitive’ nature of end-of-school 

performances. The balance to be found for the Ugandan teachers was to celebrate 

this diversity, whilst promoting community unity. Today, such performances are not 

undertaken or requested because WTA has formed a new identity.  

 

From Katongole’s perspective, tribal identity is a social construct, informed by 

historic narratives and power dynamics (2022, 45). The Church must confront this 

with an embodied political Christology (pp 110). In his vision,  

 

“The salvation promised by God to God’s people, to which the 

birth, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus is a witness, is not  

merely spiritual: it is a concrete social, material, political, and  

economic reality that is ushered into existence by God’s revelation  

in history” (Katongole, 2011, 59). 

 

It is a blueprint for a transcendental future hope amid the realities of violence and 

division (Alava, 2022, 166). However, building this utopian theology requires the 

Church to become political, whilst at the same time, listening to groups that were 

fractured but are now forming new communities that reflect Katongole’s vision. 

Katongole has done this work (pp 89-93), so I now turn to the participants and 

listen to what they have to say concerning this. 
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CHAPTER TWO EMPIRICAL FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 1. 

I have created subsections from the narrative themes actively discussed and agreed 

upon in the Talking Circle. The first two are longer because of their complexities. I 

start each with a theological reflection on the teachers’ priorities that informed 

them. I use short direct quotes from transcriptions to support these, balancing the 

use of their insights and the concerns of confidentiality in this small community.  

 

I close with the Afriku relevant to the theme discussed. I argue that this aesthetic 

development deconstructs colonialist motifs as it frees the community from the 

myth that for “images to be true, they must be literal” (McFague, 1982, 32). 

Furthermore, this practice conceptually aligns with the understanding that 

knowledge creation requires continualness, as revelation is neither static nor 

contextually limited (Thayer-Bacon, 2003, 417f).   

 

Poetic Analysis 

Narrative 1: The mutual authority of Jesus’ life and teaching: 

 

This first theological reflection has five overlapping themes. I have used these to 

divide this reflection into subsections to order the complex discussion.  

 

Harmonic Truth:  

Propositional declarations of faith have no credibility where there is no visible sign 

that ‘harmonic truth’ (p. 69) is at work in the narrator's life. This is irrespective of a 

teacher’s theological tradition. Their local theology, as will become evident through 

this chapter, is not systematic but phenomenological. Its focus is life in God’s 

Kingdom, not the often-harassing political, social and ecclesial realities that 

surround their community (Hauerwas, 1983/2002, xx). Participant 5’s incidental 

comments during the Talking Circle, and Participant 2 and 10 in their interviews, 

characterised this when stating:  
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When you see our problems, [] no one is helping, so we have to find  

ways to help. 

 

Our actions are more important than words [] When you talk about  

faith, words mean little without doing the right things. [] It makes  

the person untruthful.  

 

Someone will speak in church, but when outside, does something  

completely contradictory to faith [] This reveals what they believe  

in.  

 

Through examination in the Talking Circle, their collective theology contests that 

faith without Christ’s demonstrated neighbourliness is muddled (Rom. 6:6 & Phil. 

2:7). Concerning this, Participant 9 imagines the local church as a group of disciples:  

 

Those followers tried to do the right thing; they talked about Jesus  

and helped people, like in Acts (Acts 6:1-7). When people do good 

things in their community, they are Jesus' disciples. This shows he is  

still with us.[] You (PB) have said before that the gospel is like a  

drama or one of our tribal plays, so we are actors in this – I think  

that is a good way to understand it.  

 

The teachers anticipate that orthodoxy in the Christian’s life reflects the sacred 

world through a response to God’s action toward humanity (Comstock, 1987, 613). 

This ethic requires “active pursuit” (Wimberley, 1986, 12f). The result is that the 

participants' ordinary theology naturally moves into the domain of liberation 

theology. Poverty reduction and combating social injustice have been a greater 

concern for lay evangelical and charismatic believers than for academic theologians 

(Waweru, 2008, 220f).  

 

This dynamic is changing, with contemporary ACT positioning the gospel as a 

combative force against poverty and suffering (Waweru, 2008, 221). In this 
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movement, African theologians are encouraged to move beyond academic theology 

and bridge the gap between “Christian professionals and Christian believers” (223). 

This journey is not straightforward, because of political, institutional and familial 

reluctance to change (Narrative 3, p. 156) 

 

Katongole’s tripartite paradigm (p. 55), drawing from African liberation theology, 

emphasises the centrality of the Church’s involvement in tackling all forms of 

injustice. However, this does not begin with new political structures; change must 

first be rooted in a new theology of social imagination (Katongole, 2011, 42f). It 

requires more than inculturation, but rather creative structures that foreground 

practices, which recognise the sacredness of African lives (2011, 107 & 18).  

 

He accepts the African evangelical emphasis on spiritual renewal, but this must 

transcend individuality, so that sanctification results in spiritual fruit for the 

community (2011, 33; Gal 5:22-23). Likewise, the two other elements of his 

tripartite discourse, social intervention and politics, do not simply require more 

strategic approaches, but a move of the Church from the margins to the centre of 

Ugandan life (2011, 41). I advocate that this is not dependent on a hierarchical shift 

in emphasis, but on encouraging and listening to communities, such as WTA. They 

are already at the centre of community life through their political and ecclesial 

contra-narrative. They focus on their local context and confront inequality and 

injustice through peaceful presence and ethical action.  

 

My experience is that there is engagement with local political and Church 

institutions, and national participation concerns are limited to the school curriculum 

and educational requirements. What happens nationally and internationally, as well 

as at national ecclesial meetings such as Anglican and Roman Catholic synods, is of 

only passing interest. They are not seen as instruments that can effect change in 

local realities. 

 

For example, WTA has well-equipped classrooms and a library specifically 

established as a resource for local government primary schools, which have 
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continuously lacked investment. This furthers community cohesion because these 

schools can prepare their pupils for secondary education at WTA. Many primary 

school pupils were dropping out of education because they could not attain the 

required grades to progress. Both the C of U and Roman Catholics have large 

diocesan offices in Luwero. However, my observations suggest that it is the local 

Christian communities, including those of these denominations, that affect change. 

This is not to decry the initiatives of these institutions25, but to identify the realities 

faced by numerous small communities. 

 

As witnessed at WTA, community improvement occurs through gradual progression, 

and not triumphant rebellion, thereby establishing credibility and trust within the 

wider community. The nexus of the Church is not to “fix the world,” but rather the 

slow transformation of each human being (Katongole, 2008, 44f). This leads to new 

communities of hope. It is this hope that the community sees exemplified in the 

actions of the school director. He is not of a local tribe, but recognised as a Christian 

leader, invested in peaceful coexistence between the school, community and local 

churches. From personal experience, he walks the same pace as Jesus, because 

“love [peaceful change] takes time and love moves slowly” (Swinton, Ch 4, section 

2, para 3).  

 

Swinton, using the work of Kosuke Koyama (Three Mile an hour God), makes the 

argument that Jesus walked at the same pace as his disciples. Similarly, the director 

establishes the pace of the WTA community, aligning it with the school’s immediate 

geographical context. My observation of the Director is that he goes slower and 

talks quieter when critical issues arise. When this peaceful attitude confronts what I 

am doing, it makes me pause and reflect. It combats a White trait. Concerning this, 

in the Talking Circle, the proverb; “wisdom does not come overnight” (Anon.) was 

quoted. Reflecting upon the tendencies of White missional agencies’ strategies and 

programmes, I add to this “the tongue that rushes ahead of the brain builds bridges 

it cannot cross (Akan proverb).  

 
25 I also verified current initiatives of both Diocesans on their websites 
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The commodification of time is another Western ‘straitjacket’ imposed on Ugandan 

culture, as it suggests they need to ‘catch up’ with Western modernity (Ngong, 

2021, Abstract). I note in Narrative 6, “Welcoming the White stranger” (p. 183), that 

White people consider time as a commodity with commercial worth. Nnajiofor 

(2016, 257) asserts that the concept of time in Africa reflects a relational attitude 

inherent in their cultures, where there is a long history and a dynamic present that 

is not overly concerned with what happens next. An outside philosophy or theology 

must adapt to the orientation of a cultural group (257); otherwise, it is a colonial 

imposition that disrupts community harmony.  

  

Scripture and Inculturation: 

The teachers’ social emphasis does not detract from the centrality of Scripture to 

their faith. However, the importance of appropriating the gospel is not an individual 

pursuit of finding meaning in one’s life through a written text read in isolation, but a 

community event (Hauerwas, 1983/2002, 33):  

 

I read the Bible every day, and I always find time to do this because it  

makes me think about the things I must try and do. [] When lessons  

are over, I like it when I see teachers and students reading their  

Bibles. It means they are taking faith seriously. I do not understand  

when people say they do not read it, because it is difficult. [] You read  

and discuss, and then you learn together what is right. (Participant 6).  

 

The teachers' collective emphasis echoes ACT’s trajectory because, notwithstanding 

the values placed upon scripture and Church traditions, this does not negate the 

importance of local cultural experience in ACT’s ‘systemisation’. There is not only an 

interplay between Scripture and Christian tradition, but included in this 

conversation is African cosmology26. In this drama, the Bible has traditionally 

 
26 African cosmology are the narratives that explain how Africans contemplate their universe and 
how it influences their “value systems” (Kanu, 1 July, 2023). 
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started the theological reflection cycle (Magazi & Igba, 2018, 5). This is not as 

clearly defined as found in Western propositional theology.  

 

Ghanaian theologian John Pobee (1979, 28) agrees with the concept of Bible 

primacy in theological creation, but the focus should be on the “Christ event” as the 

lead hermeneutical device. His method focuses on traditional African ancestorology 

and inculturating it into a Christology. In this, Jesus becomes the elder of elders, the 

firstborn, who is head of every family. Hence, there should be no distinction of race, 

gender or social condition (Rom 8:29; Col 1:15 & Healey & Sybertz, 1996, 84).  

 

The concerns of decontextualised imposition on African culture have resulted in 

theologians departing from a ‘Bible first’ doctrine27. This methodological drift starts 

the theological reflection cycle by deploying an “African cultural background” 

(Wanamaker, 1997, 282 & e.g. Nyamati, 1998, 17-39; Bujo, 1992, 79).  

 

Mashau and Frederiks (2008, 116) refer to this pattern as the “reverse hermeneutic 

method”. Such undoing focuses on context, commonly known as inculturation (pp. 

41-42). This methodology is increasingly becoming the distinguishing feature of ACT 

(2008, 116). Through this reversal, the Bible becomes more than a universal script; 

it is itself Inculturated. African exegetes see its pages anew by deploying a narrative 

epistemology different to their White colleagues' normativity.  

 

I understand this trajectory theoretically, but in rural Uganda, Christians do not 

access the written work of African theologians. They hear the Biblical 

interpretations of priests, pastors and preachers. For example, when these leaders 

come from a PAG tradition, their hermeneutics are rooted in the normative 

Pentecostal understanding that the Bible is the “infallible and authoritative word of 

God, and the only rule for Christian faith and conduct” (PAG Website, “The Holy 

Bible”, N.D.).  

 
27 Experientially, in rural churches Bible first preaching continues, particularly in independent 
churches. Through the commonplace discussions I have with church leaders and attendees, African 
Christians always consider their context thoughtfully.  
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I am not singling out the PAG for criticism. I have friends in the tradition and have 

undertaken training for their local pastors. Instead, I use it as an example that 

suggests inculturation still has a journey to make, as the influence of Western, in 

this case, charismatic Pentecostal theology continues to focus on cognitive 

spirituality (Hughes et al., 2022, 155).  

 

Such forms of Pentecostalism cannot challenge the political and economic illusions, 

such as “Africa Rising,” which simplistically views economic growth occurring across 

many parts of Sub-Saharan Africa as a solution to socio-economic and political 

problems (Amoako, May 29, 2014). It lacks understanding that the failure to 

address economic structures belies post-colonial Africa (2014). I experientially 

agree with Katongole (2011, 49) on this because the PAG is positioned similarly 

concerning the spiritual simplicity of the prosperity gospel. As such, this form of 

Christianity “has not become a way of life but a spiritual pursuit” (49).  

 

I observe from my participant interactions a natural theological inculturation from 

below. The teachers use their storied experiences to understand their world and 

bring these to their everyday community theological reflections. This reflects Ella’s 

contention that the gospel is contextual, not pure. Christian ethics, if it is to achieve 

a present-earthly peace, requires the gospel to be embodied in everyday life (Ella, 

1986, 134). In this way, Christian theology does not need to be absolute, but 

continuously created from community convictions (1983/2002, 1). This trajectory 

questions all forms of static orthodoxy.  

 

Listening to variegated experiences challenges biblical interpretation methods by 

identifying additional questions that must be asked of the text (Holgate & Starr, 

2019, 5). Africans are increasingly adopting such a "hermeneutic of suspicion", 

which considers socio-cultural and political factors when undertaking biblical 

exegesis and its ethical implications (Bryan & Landon, 2014). That said, the reverse 

hermeneutic method does not replace the consensus amongst African theologians 

and ordinary Christians that the Bible is the final arbiter of faithfulness. Without this 

lens, faith becomes relativist and individualised (Nkansah-Obrempong, 2007, 143).  
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However, it is not a propositional optic that views all texts of the Christian canon as 

having equal importance. Rather, texts are read through an African Christological 

magnifier where the story of Christ interprets the complete canon (Pobee, 1979, 

28).  

 

In this way, the heart of the Christian faith is the “person of Jesus Christ”, therefore 

the ”very core of Christian theology” (Stinton, 2004, 69). The search for its truth is 

not restricted to Western “classical” groupings (Correspondence, Coherence, 

Universal, Aesthetic, etc), but located in the language categories of Christians 

arising from their life-encounters and how these connect with the Biblical 

narratives (Hauerwas, 1983/2002, xxi). 

 

The importance of experience and scripture as essential theological categories 

recognises that Christian intelligibility arises when the themes, meanings and 

metaphors of biblical narrative and autobiography align, providing a faithful living 

“linguistic[al] account” (Ricoeur, 1984, 285). The gospel of Jesus requires no 

normative interpretation or ecclesial meditation to have meaning. Experientially, 

even when Christians do not have a copy of the Bible, Jesus reveals Himself to the 

hearer of the gospel story; A theodrama Jesus presents to ordinary people (e.g. 1 

Cor 2:10-12; Rom 1: 19-25; Jn 1:12-14). On this, Participant 2 said:  

 

Those preachers talk and talk, but most things Jesus did are clear.  

I want to be told new things (about Jesus) and be encouraged about  

how to live my life the same way. Some things (in the Bible), I do not 

understand because it is not about Jesus or the disciples [] They are  

not very important to my life, so I will learn about them later.  

 

This recognises Christianity’s subversive nature, experientially allowing even the 

illiterate to access the Christian faith uninterpreted solely through the gospels as 

written. One teacher said it this way: “Jesus is the gospel; he showed us how to live” 

(Participant 1). The consensus was that Jesus’ actions exemplified and gave context 

to his teachings:  
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I heard someone say in church that Jesus was a parable because  

he did and talked about ordinary things to help explain what is  

right for the Christian [] I like it when he talks about agriculture 

because it is like when I dig in the garden [] I can see the lesson  

that he is teaching (Participant 9). 

 

This peaceful defiance reflects the teachers’ belief that embodying the life of Jesus 

in the community’s story removes dissent. This conflict arises from ecclesial and 

cultural divergence, as well as the complexity introduced by disembodied theory. In 

their story, Participant 3 said: 

 

My Aunt always told me to first learn to be a good neighbour,  

before worrying about the words that some pastors use to confuse 

you [] one says this, the other something else [] If you are doing  

right, church should make you joyful. But sometimes they act like  

you are a student again, teaching lessons as if you are a child []  

They repeat things over to show their importance, but do not  

talk about life. 

 

There was agreement that salvation comes through the whole story of Jesus, not 

just the Passion narrative. His life provided the location, means and pattern of 

human-divine reconciliation. Without the Christian community’s replicating works, 

their testimony sanitises this story and diminishes its power. It removes its 

neighbourly imperative and makes it “no more than a collection of words” 

(Participant 9). Participant 4 questioned why Christians did not get emotional about 

the crucifixion, but talked about it theoretically, more so than other aspects of his 

life:  

 

I do not understand those pastors, when Jesus died, it was very sad, 

because he was a good man sent by God [] I know the cross is 

important for belief but I think many lose sight of Jesus' life and 

teachings [] I like the Sermon on the Mount (Matt: 5-7) because  
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Jesus is teaching ordinary people how to live in peace with  

each other, he lived the same way.   

 

The separation between theory and practice results in a “cheap grace” that the 

followers bestow on themselves (Bonhoeffer, 1937/2015, 3-11). The gospel in 

Uganda is the model for a present peaceful reality, not only an imagined future 

hope. This aligns with their concept of time, where the future is only a “shadow” 

(Mbiti, 2011, p. 60). This incarnates the costliness of what the good news entails for 

God and people (1937/2015, 3-11). On this participant 9 reflected: 

 

People want an easy life, and some in the church focus on this. [] In  

Uganda, those who say clever things about heaven but do not  

work go hungry and then ask for help. But they do not help others  

with their teaching. 

 

Uganda’s cultural proverbs reflect this participatory emphasis. They provide a 

dialogue partner for scriptural themes with corresponding intent. This synergism is 

less prominent in WMT, where I observe foundational Christian tenets are 

boundaried. This reduces engagement with other motifs in providing an imaginative 

collaborative cultural ethic (Higgins, 2018). One participant (withheld) reverted to a 

tribal language to narrate their cooperative example; such was the heartfelt 

importance they attached to it. They quoted the proverb:  

 

Lubaale mbeera nga n’embiro kwotadde. This saying means: “If you  

want God to help with something, you must first make a start  

rather than remain passive. [] If you are lazy and wait, God may  

not help.  

 

Participant 3 found scriptural support for this understanding in the ministry of St 

Paul: “He supported himself by making tents” (Acts 18:1-4). In coherence with 

Uganda’s holistic spirituality, I venture that this was also a ministry activity of the 

apostle.  
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Similarly, a saying from Northern Uganda28 that reflects the phronesis (practical 

wisdom) found in the Bible’s book of Proverbs states that “if you sit and do nothing, 

you become nothing” (Participant 3, cf. Prov. 14:23). This text is foundational in the 

life of Ugandan agricultural societies, which form the majority of the WTA populace 

(Akoto-Abutiante, 2014, 1-3). It is not solely about preparing the ground for seed or 

harvesting, but taking part in normal community life. It concerns setting a 

generational example, leadership and being in a position to help others. 

 

From the interviews, the coherent point being made was that the increasing 

emphasis on belief, that is, intellectual assent, in the Christian life, negates the 

emphasis on representing Christ. This diminishes what it means to be a disciple and 

fully human. It is why the “Hard Work Pays” proverb (p. 78) takes a prominent 

position on the school’s walls. 

 

 Atonement – A Contextual Shadow: 

Notwithstanding the clarity of their participatory faith, a precisely defined 

soteriological position was absent from the individual stories. At first sight, their 

faithful correlation points towards an extended moral exemplar motif.29 However, 

fragments of a more developed atonement form emerged in short statements 

during unstructured conversations in the Talking Circle. Whilst not systematic or 

elaborated on, the common presence of evil forces must not be lost in this 

reflection. In my continuous experience, it is a persistent motif in the oral theology 

of Ugandan communities.   

 

These evil forces, whether human or spiritual, made Jesus' death inevitable, 

demonstrating how atonement concepts move beyond the subjectivity of the 

transformative experience of the moral exemplar model to one that locates Jesus' 

life, death and resurrection in a divine narrative of non-violence (Weaver, Ch 3, 

 
28 When using cultural sayings, I have withheld tribal details to maintain participant confidentiality. 
29 Crisp (5 May 2020) argues, I think correctly in his “extended exemplar”, that Christ’s whole life and 
passion narrative achieves divine reconciliation through a transformative experience.  
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section 2, para 6). Examples from the talking circle not directly reflected in the 

Afriku creation speak to this folk theology: 

 

It (Jesus' life and teachings) made them look bad, I think this is why  

they killed him.  

 

Those religious people were evil [] only interested in themselves[]  

(Jesus said) We should be peaceful and help those needy ones. 

 

I am saved because Jesus defeated those demons that concern us. 

 

How they experience this liberation and transformation from evil causes schism 

with the formal ecclesial models of the traditions to which they belong: 

 

I am a born-again, but sometimes I do not think they are interested  

in my testimony of how I was saved. They use the Bible to say  

different things than how I see it [] They do not listen to people’s 

thoughts or try to help them (Participant 4).  

 

My life is complicated, and I have to make priorities [] If I did  

everything they (leaders) say, I would help less people and would  

not be free [] They are only interested in their church ministry and  

their leadership. (Participant 9).  

 

The PAG doctrinally holds a transactional understanding of the atonement: Christ’s 

sacrifice resulted from a judicial act of God, a penalty that humanity should have 

borne (Pentecostal Assemblies of Canada, Statement of Faith, 2014, 2). The 

outcome of this action is the justification of the individual through their assent to 

this substitutionary work (2014, 2). Abstract propositions give credence to these 

tropes. The doctrine that the Bible is the “all-sufficient source of faith, [ ]the 

infallible and authoritative word of God” remains its core principle (Website PAG 

Uganda, Statement of Faith).  
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The PAG in Uganda is developing into a movement increasingly identified with 

spirituality and the prosperity gospel. It is becoming less doctrinal and hierarchical 

(Bremner, 2013, 56). This transition has gravitated towards the salvation theology of 

African tradition, which includes prosperity and well-being in this life (McVeigh, 

1974, 153). That said, its formal creeds remain static. Despite its progressiveness, 

the export of colonial influence persists through concepts derived from an outlier of 

Western Pentecostalism that melds theology and capitalism (Bowler, 2010, pp. 13 

& 25).  

 

In Uganda, the Roman Catholic Church (RCC) is part of the Holy See; this follows 

that the Pope has ultimate authority in the Christian faith. Reflective of PAG’s 

tenets, the RCC Atonement Catechism (2016, p. 160) follows a legal substitutionary 

model, albeit differently expressed. Jesus’ obedience is substituted for human 

disobedience, thus, atoning “for our faults…making satisfaction for our sins to the 

Father”. The participants from this tradition, and those in communion with the PAG, 

did not express or allude to this atonement philosophy even when this was the 

subject of conversation. (Ingham et al., 2021).  

 

Despite the apparent synergy between PAG and RCC atonement doctrines, their 

respective ecclesiology can change the nature of orthopraxis. For Roman Catholics, 

they have immediate access to the “saving grace of Christ in the sacraments” 

(Weaver, 2002, Ch 1, para 3). PAG does not have the same sacramental liturgy. The 

believer approaches atonement differently, through preaching and prayer that 

require more individualistic practices. Their communal devotion is in taking the 

‘Lord’s Supper’ (1 Cor 11:23-26). 

 

What was unveiled is that despite strong familial allegiance to a particular ecclesial 

tradition, this is very different from religious conformity. Participant 6 spoke to this:  

 

My family have always been (Roman) Catholic, but I do not agree  

with everything our Priests say [] They keep saying the same things 

about  
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Jesus[] He had to die for my sins, and if I go to church and believe  

this, I will go to heaven [] but I am interested in what I see  

happening today. [] I am not saying they are wrong, but there is  

more. 

 

As part of the Anglican Communion, the Church of Uganda (C of U) does not hold a 

universal atonement doctrine. Even those studying academic theology from this 

tradition cannot articulate a consistent doctrinal position (Howles, personal 

communication, April 29, 2022). This, perhaps, is a recognition that “intelligibility 

moves beyond logical coherence” to a mystery (Crysdale, 2019, 481). One that is 

grasped when the Christian moves from doctrine and enters into the “death and 

resurrection”, crafting their stories with the “ongoing work of a loving God” (481).  

 

Ochaka (2025, 40) in his research of Acholi Anglicans in Northern Uganda, revealed 

that the atonement ‘model’ that spoke to their traditional beliefs and everyday 

concerns was that of Christus Victor. In this, Christ ultimately defeated the continual 

structural forces of evil that manifest in their community, liberating them from 

ancestral spiritual malevolence.  

 

The separation I observe between this and the WTA teachers is that Christus Victor 

still requires that Jesus “was sacrificed for our forgiveness and was punished by the 

Father in our place” (Boyd, 5 November 2018, ‘Christus Victor’, ReKnew Wensite & 

e.g. 1 Jn 2:2; Heb 2:17; 2 Cor 5:21; Lk 11:21-22). In addition, Mbiti (1971, 412) 

argues that understanding salvation primarily in terms of deliverance from physical 

evil results in eclipsing the narrative integrity of atoning passion and minimising 

sin's persistent nature. To locate the participants Christologically, the teacher’s 

identification with Jesus' peaceful character that represents God’s ontological 

nature, must be recognised concurrently with how they are liberated from the 

ultimate consequences of evil.  
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Narrative Christus Victor: 

I reflected on the teachers’ testimonies and the prominence of peace in their 

narratives, understanding Christ as the “Prince of Peace” (p. 132: Is 9:6). I searched 

for an atonement narrative that aligned with their epistemology and soteriology 

rather than a propositional chain that linked Biblical verses. This was inspired by the 

participants’ storytelling, which caused me to reflect on the totality of my Uganda 

experience. In doing so, I am cognisant of not shoehorning their priorities into a 

Western model. However, as a theologian-researcher, with a participant-agreed 

research intent to link the community’s theology with WMT and ACT, I must attempt 

to find points of connection.  

 

There is synergy between the teacher’s nonviolent Christology and the Acholi 

Anglicans' experiential atonement. I also find that these priorities relate to Weaver’s 

Narrative Christus Victor (NCV). Together, but in different ways, they have the defeat 

of evil as their object. I also see a dimension of ACT in this pursuit because I am not 

starting from a Western conversation on atonement. Instead, I draw on Ugandan 

experiences, history, and spirituality, and how they have shaped their ordinary 

Christology into a peaceful counter-culture.  

 

I have a further warrant to pursue this because ACT is transdisciplinary; it is open to 

external thought, but African Christian theologians are the final arbiters of these 

contributions (Nkansh-Obrempong, 2007, 143; p. 41). My atonement investigation 

involves identifying and addressing Whiteness wherever it exists. In this, Cone 

(1997, 217f) argues that atonement motifs that are based on abstract theories 

enable White people to claim salvation whilst continuing racial violence.  

 

For this reason, I refer to Weaver’s work because, from my interdenominational 

experience, I argue that he is correct when claiming that the idea that Jesus taught 
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and lived a nonviolent life appears generally, if not universally, recognised.30 

(Weaver, 2002, Ch 2, section 1, para 1). Therefore, due to the teachers’ peaceful 

theological disposition and the problems with forensic attitudes towards violence in 

atonement models advanced by WMT, notably penal substitution, I must consider 

other forms.  

 

In this discussion, when referring to violence, I note its meaning is not as obvious as 

may be first imagined. Boersma (2004, 45 & 27) makes the distinction between 

nonphysical violence, such as economic strikes or physically preventing a child from 

running into a road and the violence of “totalising imposition”. The latter is the 

violence that forces another to be “shaped in one’s own image” (2004, 27). 

Individuals and communities can be born into or boundaried by such structural 

violence, and that is the case for many WTA teachers. These social environments 

can continue to perpetuate violence in ordinary lives (43), and this is what the 

teachers stand against. It is this attitude I seek to give voice to through a 

complementary atonement model. 

 

Therefore, before I continue this exercise, I establish a broad criterion for violence 

and nonviolence informed by the teachers' voices as research participants and my 

broader experience in discussing the object of Christ’s death at WTA and more 

broadly in church groups, such as Bible studies or pastor training. 

 

Concerning violence, I am taking what I think would have a broad Ugandan 

consensus in that it relates to harm or damage. This includes direct physical 

violence against person(s), and added to this is the structural violence, such as 

those that create poverty and social injustices. In contrast, nonviolence includes 

passive non-resistance through nonviolent actions such as social action and 

peaceful confrontation.  

 
30 There are disagreements about the prevailing attitudes of Christians to carrying a sword in the 
pre-Constantinian Church (Martin, 24 Nov, 2015, ‘Early-Church Fathers on Warm Violence and 
pacifsm' cf. Kopel, June 12, 2008, Christian pacifism before Constantine). However, to say that the 
early Church Fathers spoke of a Just War theory over pacifism is yet to be justified. 



 

127 
 

I understand that notable theologians such as St. Augustine (354-430), St Aquinas 

(1225-1274) and John Calvin (1509- 1564) agree that, under specific conditions, 

such as Just War Theory, violence can be “justified as acts of love” (Boersma, 2004, 

43). In coherence with this, the three most widely attested atonement motifs in 

Western thought: Moral influence, Satisfaction and the “classic view” of Christus 

Victor, have divine violence as a common thread.  

 

However, even in the West, there is growing discordance with these forensic 

theologies. Chalke and Mann (2003, 182) in their “lost message of Jesus” argue that 

penal substitution, as commonly voiced, summarises as a vengeful father, punishing 

his innocent son, and therefore is observed as a “form of cosmic child abuse”. These 

authors assert that people inside and outside of the church are increasingly finding 

this “morally dubious”. In addition to representing the teacher’s voice, I argue that 

Narrative Christus Victor provides an informative adjunct to this Western debate.  

 

Narrative Christus Victor (NCV) is so called because what Weaver sees from “one 

end of the Bible to the other” is a continuous, peaceful, persevering love (2001, Ch 

3, para 1). NCV manifests the nonviolent theology in Weaver’s Menonite tradition 

(2020, Menonite website, “peace”). Therefore, it is not without bias, and perhaps 

neither is my attention to it due to the violence that caused my mental ill-health. 

That said, I see this same direction in Ugandan form in Katongole’s theology (2017, 

176). He asserts that nonviolence is an “ontological claim” because it is the way God 

“creates, rules and governs the world” (176). For this, the Christ event is the 

“decisive hermeneutical lens to deal with the complex issue of the violence in the 

Bible” (176f).  

 

Katongole (2017, 176f) continues that if in Christ, the fullness of God was pleased to 

dwell (Col 1:15), and he is the visible image of God (Col 1:15), then we see God as 

“God truly is” (footnote 33, 177). Continuing in this vein, in Jesus, we see a God who 

would rather suffer violence than use violence to establish God’s Kingdom (176).  
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What is interesting for a cross-cultural reflection is that in these expressions of 

peaceful atonement, connection is found between a Black Ugandan Roman Catholic 

priest and a White American Menonite. This gives me cautious confidence that my 

own search for points of connection with WMT can be culturally peaceful. Since my 

narrative turn, I also see significant problems with atonement models that 

rationalise notions of divine violence. Although the teachers’ stories do not raise 

this as a specific issue or concern, there are trinitarian and eschatological questions 

that arise, which are brought to light in our theological discussions. 

 

Within the NCV paradigm, Weaver determines that the atonement, in contradiction 

to WMT constructs, is not predicated on finding a cohesive doctrine to address the 

cause and consequences of sin and evil, but rather it is a peaceful ecclesiology 

(2001, Ch 3, section 2, para 1-3). Concerning this, Katongole participated in the 

Second Vatican Council on nonviolence, seeking to remove “Just War” language 

from its doctrines (Catechism 2309) and move towards an articulation of 

nonviolence (Heinzekehr, “Katongole- second conference on nonviolence”, May 13 

2019).   

 

A nonviolent theology for Christian communities is built upon the peaceful 

narrative thread of Jesus’ life. To recognise this plot: 

 

As a poetic response to the annunciation (Luke 1:52-53), Mary's song refers 

to God’s actions in lifting the lowly and the hungry in the face of the 

powerful and the rich. In this praise, there is a prophetic forthtelling (FN 19, 

p.70). The coming infant will address harsh social realities and challenge 

powerful structures and their hierarchies (Yoder, 1994, 46). Linking those 

acts to the promise given to Abraham (1:55) connects to the role given to 

Israel at the beginning of their history. This was yet to be fulfilled, but will be 

in Jesus (Weaver, 2001, Ch2, section 8, para 3-4). 

 

In the temptation story (Mk 1:12-13, cf. Lk 4:1-13), there is an obvious, face-

to-face nonviolent confrontation with Satan, which at the same time is a 
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forceful repudiation of the abuse of power. I see this story as parabolic 

because common themes such as hunger, selfishness, and egoism are used 

to identify what is contrary to Jesus’ mission. This divine mandate disrupts 

the political structures of Rome, the oppressive religious authority of 

Judaism that places heavy burdens on its people (Mt 23:4), and all powers 

that oppose equality in the Kingdom of God.  

 

Jesus does not want to be part of these establishments, so he rejects the 

means by which power is offered. He will not seek approval by turning 

stones into bread, attract allegiance through supernatural feats such as 

throwing himself from the “pinnacle” of the Temple, or seize power by 

physical and military might to gain the kingdoms of the world (Yoder, 1994, 

40-42).  

 

At the opening of Jesus' public ministry (Luke 4:14-30), his quotation of Isa. 

61:1-2, I argue, is not intended to spiritualize nor sanitise the text. The good 

news for the poor (Lk 4:18-19) had overt social implications. When Jesus 

pronounced that this Scripture was fulfilled (Lk 4:21), he constituted a 

“movement in history, namely, the reign of God”. This confronts the 

subjugating nature of the prevailing economic and political social order with 

a new reality (Weaver, 2001, Ch2, section 8, para 6-8). I see this displayed in 

the teachers’ peaceful emphasis. The consequent rejection of both the 

message and its bearer (Lk 4:29-30) emphasised the difference between the 

competing reigns: the rule of peace versus the rule of violence. 

 

Jesus' embodied teaching announces God’s imminence and express what 

human relationships should reflect when dependent on it (Lk 4:43; 6:17-48; 

8:1; 9:11). By attributing the reign of God to the "poor," and proclaiming 

that those who "hunger" are blessed (LK 6:20-21), the beatitudes in Luke’s 

account makes it clear that those “governed by God's rule love their 

enemies, do good to those who hate them, and do not retaliate against evil 

with more evil” (LK 6:27-36 & Ch2, section 8, para 8). The reign of God is not 
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invisible or abstract, because those who are subject to God’s sovereignty 

display its reality in their lives: "Why do you call me `Lord, Lord,"' asked 

Jesus, "and do not do what I tell you?" (Lk 6:46). 

 

The teaching and the life of Jesus tell a story in which the objectives of the reign of 

God are not accomplished by violence, but neither are they passive. Wink (1992, 

176-184) expounds that Jesus' statements about turning the other cheek, giving 

someone your cloak, and going the second mile (Matt. 5:39-41; Luke 6:29) teach an 

assertive and confrontational nonviolence. They are actions that strip those with 

worldly authority of the “power to dehumanise”. At the same time, it gives the 

adversary “an opportunity for transformation”(1992, 176-184).  

 

When Jesus was arrested, tried and executed by crucifixion in Jerusalem, he 

remained consistent with the peaceful portrayal of God's rule he had championed. 

When the armed party, accompanied by Judas, came to arrest Jesus in the garden, 

his followers asked, "Lord, should we strike with the sword?" (Luke 22:49). The 

disciple Peter (John 18:10) did pull his sword and cut off the ear of the high priest's 

slave.  

 

Jesus’ response to this violent action was to command, “No more of this" (Luke 

22:51) and "Put your sword back in its sheath" (John 18:11). The gospel writer's 

characterisation of Jesus' continual rejection of the sword is an “ultimate dimension 

[] making it an extension of God's rule” (Weaver, 2001, section 8, para 22). Jesus’ 

Kingdom is nothing like the earthbound empires he confronts; otherwise, he would 

have allowed his followers to fight for the injustices railing against him (John 18:36) 

 

I argue that there is a peaceful narrative emphasis to Jesus’ mission, and this 

coheres with the teachers’ priorities in not wanting to be continually associated 

with a violent history or the present failure of civil institutions by strangers. They 

want to be seen as part of the peaceful community at WTA. In the informal 

conversations, held in the spaces between Afriku reflections:  
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 Here in Africa (Uganda), there are problems with violence and  

corruption, but we are trying to make a safe and peaceful place  

to live.  

 

It is not easy, but we don’t want to be like those other difficult  

places. I want to talk calmly and keep the peace. [] If I act this way,  

then others might act the same way.  

 

Jesus was against that violence we have seen and still see. 

 

In the story of this growing community, the teachers locate their past traumas in 

light of Jesus’ suffering, treating them as stepping stones to form a new community 

at WTA (Mulago, 1971, 61). The effect of this new reality is that they do not long to 

return to their villages and towns to start work in their new schools. They are no 

longer strangers, but belong to this new land, where they dig, teach and bear 

witness to Jesus, because the school is part of God’s Kingdom (Katongole, 2002, Ch 

4, section 7, para 3). This experiential ecclesiology is sufficient; they do not try to 

advance an atonement doctrine as a response to a puzzle. It is sufficient that they 

can commonly say “we are saved”, “Jesus intercedes to God when I pray”, or “I am 

free because of God’s grace” with assurance and gratitude.   

 

Instead of doctrine, the ecclesiology arising from NCV and the teachers’ 

expressiveness establishes the Church as specific missional communities. They 

continue the mission of Christ in making the reign of God on earth visible and 

tangible, and this is how evil is confronted:  

 

These poems reflect the way we think and talk about Jesus.  

 

We do not need to know everything to know Jesus or be good  

neighbours. 

 

Faith should be simple and make sense in your life.  
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Whereas Jesus peacefully opposed imperial Rome and the Religious hierarchy that 

impeded God’s Kingdom, the teachers oppose their churches. This does not involve 

leaving or confronting their leaders' praxis, but by disrupting political and ecclesial 

priorities. They do this by continuing to make Christ a reality in their giving, prayer, 

welcome and community life that includes peaceful talk about Christ31 (Ch 3, 

section 12, para 3). 

 

The teachers’ voices within the NCV framework enable them to imaginatively enter 

the passion narrative of judgement, crucifixion and resurrection (Matt. 26:56 – 

28:10). Then they craft their stories within it. In doing so, they exemplify the 

potential for personal stories to resist theological imposition, irrespective of the 

ecclesial resources deployed or familial expectations. Participants 7 and 9 said 

concerning this: 

 

I go to my church every Sunday, we talk about faith and family as  

one thing. 

 

We are together [], but in other places I have gone just teach by each 

person repeating [liturgy], I do not go to those places anymore.  

 

In the Talking Circle, we discussed the teachers’ emerging atonement theology 

without the lens of formal doctrines. Any criterion whereby Jesus' punishment was 

attributable to God was conspicuous by its absence:  

 

God wants peace; he sent Jesus because he is the Prince of Peace 

(Participant 1) 

 

God did not cause his son to die (Participant 7).  

 

 
31 See page 167 Narrative 4 “False Leaders” 
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This position demonstrated to me the essentialness of social context in theological 

reflection. The Church, because of its numerical prominence, can promote a 

postcolonial nonviolent political landscape (Katongole, 2002, 45). We considered 

this theme in relation to Uganda’s recent history. This story tells of politically 

motivated violence, but was juxtaposed by local churches standing united. They 

peacefully confronted power by offering “refuge and speaking out against the 

actions of the military” (Participant 5). This exemplifies the pragmatic defiance 

(p.49) of Roman Catholic and Anglican leaders in inculturated liberation theology 

(Carney, 2017, 765-795).  

 

The ‘Bush Wars’ civil conflict that brought the current president, Yoweri Museveni, 

to power in the 1980s manifested a continuing postcolonial pattern of political 

violence (Alava, 2022, 65). Amidst such a destructive climate, the dominant 

crucifixion motif must be peace and reconciliation if it is to impart liberation to the 

powerless (Talking Circle). “We remember our violence, Christ is against that, even 

though some leaders say God is with them” (Participant 6). 

 

The teachers agreed that violence is antithetical to Jesus’ mission, so they must also 

resist it: 

 

He is the peacemaker, he reconciles neighbour to neighbour and  

people to God [] Jesus taught about peace; if a passage causes  

violence, I am not interested in those parts. [] Jesus never said  

violence was right, but I have heard some leaders say differently,  

even in church; some say such things. [] I try to be peaceful and act 

kindly (Participant 3). 

 

Whereas WMT identifies its object at the “edge” of the crucifixion narrative, I argue 

that the participants’ soteriology has a more robust Christological framework 

(Bosch, 2011, 399). The former responds to a propositional commission (Matt 28: 

16-20). The teachers’ theology is an inculturated neighbourly response to Jesus’ life. 

His life is equally important as his death because they are chapters in a single story. 
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The incarnation and resurrection narratives bookend this biographical account. 

Participant 9 articulates this whole-storied approach:  

 

I like the New Testament because Jesus was born to a normal  

family, and then he becomes a teacher and lives for God, this is  

important for me [] He stands up for the poor and argues against  

those corrupt leaders. The resurrection means he continues to be  

our saviour.  

 

Following the spiritual framework of ACT, the teachers’ dominant atonement 

understanding included reconciliation with God through the defeat of malevolent 

spiritual forces. Jesus’ death achieved this because the earthly authorities that 

judged him represented these materially:  

 

Those rulers were evil, but Jesus won. [] After he died, he came  

back to life and spent more time with his disciples. [] It is why I  

imagine him spending time with me when I pray. (Participant 2).  

 

This position aligns with my Ugandan consciousness, as well as that of David Shenk, 

a White missionary raised and working in Tanzania, East Africa. His continuing 

experience is that across the region, there is hesitation in atonement motifs that 

interpret the cross as judicial and located in the sacrificial laws of the Old 

Testament. This concern arises because “truth” in African philosophy is “graded” 

according to its harmonious quality. This integrity is provided by the coherence 

across narrative sources (Shenk, 2014, 163 cf. Tilley, 1985, 184; Grenz, 2006, 219-

221).  

 

Concerning the participants' theology, agreeing with NCV, Jesus' death is not a 

vicarious sacrifice to appease God, nor is it a ransom owed to Satan. Rather, the 

sacrifice of Jesus' life reveals the full character of those powers that enslave 

humankind and oppose the rule of God. The crucifixion of Christ reveals what it cost 

Jesus to fulfil his mission. In response to this sacrifice, through the resurrection, 
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God in Christ defeated these powers "for us" (Weaver, 2001, Ch 3, section 12, para 

18). It is when our complicity with and bondage to these powers is acknowledged 

that we can start to envision liberation (salvation) from them. 

 

Nonviolent Atonement as Politics: 

I observe coherence in NCV with a spiritual and political liberation theology. In this, 

Christ subdued and triumphed over rulers and authorities (spiritual and political) 

that alienate humanity from God and from one another (Ochaka, 2025, 31). It 

means Ugandan communities do not need to ‘subscribe' to a particular atonement 

consensus by adapting a Western construct to remain within Christian genuineness.  

 

Where the teachers diverge with their Church tradition is because these institutions 

can reflect what Weaver (Ch 3, section 12, para 4, 7 & 18) describes as a 

“Constantinian synthesis”. The same structural inequities that Jesus railed against 

had persisted after his death. Instead of peacefully mimicking Jesus’ nonviolent 

confrontation of these institutions, the now ‘established’ Church arguably aligned 

with them and at times mimicked their patterns (2002, 18). In response, the state 

gave credibility and status to the Church, and the Church listened and 

accommodated state interventions on ecclesial matters. From Jesus’ peaceful 

confrontation of political structures, the sword is picked up by Christians in this 

apathetic relationship to defend the nation-state 18).  

 

In parallelism, Katongole argues that the African Church suffers from the legacy of 

marginalisation the Western Church has imposed on itself; consequently, it sees 

itself as a religious entity, not a political one (2001, 41f). Its location at the heart of 

Ugandan life gives it a platform, but it has abdicated this demographic advantage. 

Instead, it is seen as aligned in the political process, encouraging Christians to 

engage with the status quo. At the same time, it remains silent on these structures’ 

complicity in continuing injustice (39f).  

 

I suggest this pattern is why Katongole (2002, 172 & 174) argues that the Christian 

faith does not “simply have political implications”. Politics is an “ordering of political 
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bodies in space and time” (176). Through analysing their historical development 

and their means of evolving power, their ideologies can be disrupted by the Church. 

I counter that WTA has already stepped outside this ambivalence and created a 

Christ-centred ethic in peaceful, disruptive response.  

 

The Church has been active in Uganda’s spiritual life and has led interventions to fill 

the gaps wrought by poverty and inadequate domestic policies. But, these are done 

in “haste” as a reaction to crises (Katongole, 2000, 41). Perhaps what Waweru 

(2008, 220f) demands is that the African Church move beyond its Western legacy so 

that the gospel is embodied as a social vision instead of timidly “waiting for politics 

to show up”(Katongole & Rice, 2008, 42).  

 

Shenk (2014, 163) argues that the harmonic consequence of peaceful atonement 

models is relational. In Christ, God perfectly displays the extent of his love for 

humanity. What the passion narrative addresses is that the breakdown of the 

divine-human relationship was evil. Consequently, it required this reconciliatory 

action to reveal evil for what it is and release humanity from its bondage (2014, 

163f). For the participants, the passion narrative is more than the means through 

which God freely bestows favour. The cost of this harmonious event requires 

suffering with the one who started this relational action (164). 

 

This ‘suffering’ is caused by mimicking the way of Christ in standing against 

injustices, which can result in violence and subjugation (2014, 164). I observe in this 

embodied Christian faith the gift that ACT gives to the universal Church (Bediako, 

1989, 432). I make this observation in the light of Katongole’s (2022, 51) question: 

“How does a Christian remain faithful to the gospel in a world of violent oppression 

whilst continuing the search for justice and peace? I see that the answer in the 

teachers’ incarnated Christology is a local community opposing evil32 through 

harmonious actions. This ethic speaks to WMT’s power. How can it join this 

nonviolent theology? 

 
32 There is no spiritual-physical divide in Uganda's epistemology or theology (Muzorewa, 1987, 12).  
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In Katongole’s (2017, xviii) work, I see this participatory pattern. God hurts and 

suffers with Uganda’s alienated, and this “moves believers to theopraxis” (2017, 

xviii). Ugandans see this benevolence when Jesus weeps at the hearing of the death 

of his friend Lazarus (Jn 11:45), over Jerusalem (Lk 19:41-44), and his cry of 

abandonment from the cross (Mk 15:34 / Ps 22:1). This sense of suffering in unity 

gives people a “new courage” (2017, 114f):  

 

 Jesus stands with us when we are paining [] In the Bible, you can see  

that he cares about people. This is important because it gives us  

strength when we are at prayers. 

 

God’s compassion portrayed in the verses concerning Jesus' tears (Jn 11:35; Lk 

19:41 & Heb 5: 7-9) does not result in resignation in the WTA community but 

motivation to “confront the affairs of life”(2017, xviii). Thus, the theopraxis is a 

practical theology of political, social and cultural liberation (118). For Katongole, this 

is a robust postcolonial African theological direction because it “foregrounds the 

sacredness of [Ugandan] lives” (18). Furthermore, it challenges the “Christian 

reticence” reflected in the “timidity and restraint” of White Christian modernity 

(20f). 

 

Katongole (2022, 70) is surely right that when we think of faultlines in cultural 

identity that cause religious, political and social disunity, they are in fact colonial 

and neocolonial political constructs. The teachers who come from many tribes and 

Christian traditions will not be politically or religiously divided. In light of how they 

understand and witness Christ’s life and teachings, they reject old formulas of 

denomination and tribe that constrain their identity. By taking faith seriously (74), 

they are evolving an inclusive characteristic and a new future of peaceful 

reconciliation. This needs a “certain measure of madness” (Sankara, 1988, 144), 

which is the courage of nonconformity to peacefully confront oppression and 

violence. 
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Epilogue: 

The Western-informed theologies I observe permeating WMT are comfortable with 

the divine violence in the penal substitution atonement model, resulting in a 

forensic status of sanctification and justification. The former state relates to set-

apartness for the work of God (Matt. 5:48 & 1 Pet. 1:15-16), whereas justification is 

a legal term concerning acquittal. Theologically, this translates to the right standing 

before God (Matt. 12:37). In story theology, where I locate NCV, sanctification is a 

reminder of the “journey we must take”, and justification is God’s provision of this 

new path (Hauerwas, 2013, 94f). This more closely reflected the teachers’ 

understanding at this time and place. 

 

The interconnection between spiritual power being evil and causing wrongdoing is a 

recurring theme in ACT and consistent in the participants' stories. This explicitly 

concerns belief in the sinful power exerted by witch doctors in their communities 

(Sakuba, 2004, 49-56 & e.g. Participant 3). This subject was left undeveloped in the 

creation of Afriku. Potentially, this is because it is routinely encountered and hence 

not elevated to the outsider’s scrutiny. It is a subject to explore more fully, but it 

was not the teachers’ emphasis. It was sufficient that the reality of sin manifested 

itself in the participants’ lives, and the following poem reflects the practical 

response to such normality.  

 

In developing this theme’s Afriku, the first two lines illustrate the tension between 

faith as action and faith as belief. The last concerns the narrative simplicity of faith 

that is accessible to all. This clarity of Jesus’ faithful life, focused on neighbourliness, 

subverts those who want to constrain it as a formal theological pursuit by focusing 

on dogma:  

Faith incarnated, 

The gospel drama reveals us, 

peaceful disruption. 
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Narrative 2: Testimonies unveil wisdom: 

 

In my experience, testimonial practice in UK churches is an ancillary and oft-

neglected worship form. However, it is promoted where the testimony includes 

sensational details, and therefore is considered attractive as an evangelical tool. 

That is not what I have found in Uganda; the stories of everyday trials and 

faithfulness are received appreciatively. In church services, they are seldom 

preplanned, but they are given space as they are a revelatory response to a spiritual 

trigger. In this narrative discussion, I reflect on this observation and the use of 

testimonies as a narrative theology.  

 

Testimonies as Inculturation Theology: 

Narrative theologies are contextual, and in Africa’s case, the primary model is 

inculturation. Inculturation is a form of liberation theology because it removes 

theology from the “ivory towers” of academic and ecclesial processes, which are 

often devoid of local experience (Ogbonnaya, 2016, 30f). This understanding is 

contained in the African Proverb, “No one teaches who God is because God is 

already present in African thought (Anon).”  

 

Inculturation recognises that Christianity can only “exist and [transform 

communities] in cultural form” (Kurgat, 2009, 92). In this milieu, there is no place 

for the White missionary to replace or fill a supposed cultural gap, because 

inculturation must come from “inside” (Bediako, 1995, Chapter 7).  

 

This does not mean the White missionary has no absolute obligation to think 

profoundly and creatively about the modes and genres they use (Stanley, 2007, 25). 

I observe that attempts to contextualise White theological practice from the 

outside take a different approach. WMT promotes their message and priorities to 

the host culture. They achieve this by domesticating the motifs they have observed 

from the local community or through their formation in their domestic setting. The 

risk is that it reduces the gospel message to something that does not inherently 

belong to every community (2007, 25).  



 

140 
 

For African narrative theology, God entering human reality in Christ is 

Christianity’s essence (e.g. Jn 1:14; 3:16; Gal 4:4). Theology, for it to make 

sense, must touch human experience. Therefore, theological reflection’s 

primary source in African Christianity is the everyday, faithful experience 

(Agbonkhianmeghe, 2010, 3). Faith in this context is how God reveals himself 

tangibly, making our understanding of God “variegated” (2010, 3).  

 

As reflective partners, there is an African theological consensus that storytelling and 

biblical narratives, proverbs, poems, myths, prayers, songs and experiences find 

mutual cohesion and shared illumination (Muzorewa, 1985, 80). They contain and 

point to a “deep spirituality, and [] theological insight (Mbiti, 1983, 2).  

 

Consequently, the oral literature of African communities is said to be their 

“unwritten Bible” (Nasimiyu, 1993, 22). The ongoing task is to bring theological 

illumination to this well of knowledge and to develop it as a written source for 

broader theological study (Pobee, 1979, 210). This is an example of ACT's 

commitment to the universal church (p. 39).  

 

Mazamisa (1991, 69-71) argues that orality and textuality are complementary 

hermeneutical modes. There should be no binary distinctions between them, but 

they should mutually enrich interpretation. This is conceptualised as a 

hermeneutical circle, because neither religious oral performance nor written text 

should remain static (Foley, 1995, 83). Instead, they require continuous 

reinterpretation. I assert that the Afriku poets are attempting to do this as they 

engage with traditional wisdom and re-envision it so it speaks anew.  

 

Dunn (2013, 44f) observes this progression from oral to literature in the 

development of the Jesus tradition. In the West, the written word is often the 

default language for in-depth theological discourse (2013, 44). Research concerning 

first-century Christianity identifies that there was an oral Jesus tradition, before 
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Mark’s gospel account was written in 65-70 CE (75)33. Similar to the oral-written 

linear direction found in ACT, Small groups of disciples and sympathisers shared the 

memories and traditions that bound them, and these oral accounts grew and 

matured. When the gospel was written, this oral praxis continued to develop and 

be performed (75). Transcribing did not stall the community’s imagination and 

thought. The performer’s theological discourse was bound by the primary 

confession “Jesus is Lord” (1 Cor 12:3; 323). A very straightforward and elastic 

orthodox framework to work within (p. 206).  

 

 Wisdom: 

The default language in Uganda is the spoken word of proverbs and parables. These 

concern “deep values” that cause self-reflection (Ng’ang’a, 2023, 5). Like the 

parables spoken by Jesus, they do not explicitly emphasise religious experience or 

theology. Neither do they provide the hearer with simple wisdom, but to “prick 

them into religious thought (Kidner, 1985, 19). This is achieved through vivid 

imagery and the ”sharpness of their brevity” (1985, 19). The objective is that the 

Afriku will replicate this function, encouraging their readers and hearers to find 

theological insight by connecting the divine with their normal activities (2023, 20).  

 

As someone formed in Western theological patterns, I read the Bible book title 

“Proverbs” and gave its meaning only passing recognition. However, the word itself 

is loaded with meaning. In Hebrew, the Old Testament’s original language, the 

phrase for proverbs translates as māšāl and refers to the “variegated expression of 

human experience” (Magne, 2013, 53). They are a personalised invitation to 

embody what Israel was narratively called to be; a testimony to God for all nations 

(Ex 19:6; Is 42:6 & Mi 4:1-2). Likewise, the African hermeneutical method 

concerning the wisdom of the Old Testament does not have as its objective 

understanding the text logically, but symbolically. In this way, it is used to promote 

creativity in societal transformation (Nel, 2012, 464). 

 
33 I refer to Mark’s account because there is a broad consensus that this was the first transcribed 
gospel , with a strong suggestion that the two other synoptics used and developed the Markan texts 
(Ehrham, “Markan Priority”, January 8, 2025).  
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Proverbs are integral to maintaining and developing the sources of wisdom. 

Experientially, wisdom in Uganda refers to the lessons learned from a community’s 

collective experiences, and the Bible is read similarly. Its pages reflect the growing 

understanding of God through their reflections on the divine and their everyday 

encounters. Individually, this means that because wisdom develops experientially, 

the one with the most years also has the most wisdom. They have accumulated 

knowledge from a multitude of different experiences.   

 

In Luganda, the word for proverbs is Engero and refers to a collection of wisdom 

and guidance. Therefore, concerning the Bible, the originator is God because it is 

where ultimate wisdom resides in Jesus (Opio, informal conversation, May 2022). 

For this reason, Biblical and cultural proverbs are grafted into one another. Both are 

used to discern what is Godly and identify “anything that runs counter to this” 

concern (Ng’ang’a, 2023, 69).  

 

In contemplating proverbs in this fuller sense, the interpretation of the Bible’s 

sacred text and the community's oral wisdom creates “specific interpretative 

communities” (Ng’ang’a, 2023, 70). For Africans, their proverbs shape their 

worldview, embodying values and moulding behaviour and attitudes (2023, 38). 

Katongole (2011, 176 & p. 124) argues that this experiential theology works to 

remove violence because of Jesus’ “radical peacefullness”. This harmonious 

attitude maintains the affiliation with ACT’s scriptural emphasis, embodiment and 

notions of truth. In contrast, Western philosophy tends to compare the theoretical 

attributes of different worldviews. This can negate the experiential wisdom from 

these same epistemologies, limiting its diversity (Abspoel, 2021, 3).  

 

Concerning the interpretative mode, Schreiter, in his pioneering work (Constructing 

local theologies), suggests that “theology in African villages” would be better 

expressed in proverbs rather than Bantu philosophy (1985, 90). Trying to connect 

belief systems that diverge at significant points is far more complicated than 

unveiling coherence with symbols and metaphors in a defined narrative. Also, there 

is the question of normativity, as contextually, WTA consists of non-Bantu people 
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(p. 19). In any case, suggesting that the Bantu in Uganda adhere to a single 

philosophy is reductive, as the concept of a people-group being a “specific, 

bounded whole” is a Western trope (Roothaan, Blog: “Colonial heritage or 

philosophical source”, January 8, 2024).  

 

The term Bantu is an ethno-philosophical concept introduced by Placide Tempels, a 

Belgian Franciscan missionary, in 1945 (Ugochukwu, 2023, 68-71). It was written as 

a positive counter-reaction to the racist stereotyping of Africans as lawless people. 

Positively, its composition caused reflection and inquiries of African philosophers, 

although some claim that its construction as a more affirming African identity was 

still used as a “tool for colonial control” (2023, 68-71). Tempel’s work was 

predominantly written for a Western audience. Some have claimed that his thesis 

that Bantu cultures were hierarchical rather than unruly was used to justify the 

insertion of colonisers at the top of this societal structure (Hountongji, 1996, 20f).   

 

I agree with Schreiter’s (1985, 90) assessment that African Christianity is best 

served by narratives instead of philosophical theory because the “gospel does not 

fall from the sky”; it has to be heard, and oral communication has commonality 

across Ugandan tribes. Too often, local theologies become no more than the 

Christian faith running parallel to culture (1985, 31) instead of connecting them. For 

this reason, Kenyan Bishop Raphael Nzeki (1993) urges African Christian leaders to 

rediscover their metaphorical roots and link them to their preaching and pastoral 

work.  

 

I observe evangelism occurring de facto in African communities. Their collective 

experience and the community’s theological reflections on those encounters result 

in a contextual and “metaphorical fifth gospel” (Healey & Sybertz, 1996, 32f). 

Community members are the fabric of this reality, and observers see its evidence in 

its daily pattern and hear it as an oral theology (Dunn, 2013, 7). This process creates 

“new memories of Jesus” as the gospel echoes in the collective community 

experience (Schillebeeckx, 1990, 46-48). It is this fifth gospel that I seek to continue 

in collaboration with the WTA community.  
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African narratives are not only expressive forms for conveying insight, but they are 

epistemological. To engage with decolonial discourse, the White researcher must 

recognise that they contain generational wisdom and illuminate how communities 

engage with the world (Adeate et al, 2023, 1). Without doing so, they read their 

wisdom literature too simply because they will fall under the lens of a White 

‘superior’ epistemology.  

 

I have heard many Ugandan sermons and conversations that use the scriptures of 

Christian tradition and Ugandan oral narratives to support one another. I have also 

witnessed them used in personal stories of lament. The local and familiar affords 

more ‘accessible’ and familiar imagery than the Bible in the search for theological 

meaning. I had not been part of such a collective effort until this point. On 

reflection, it was not the lack of adaptive epistemology but my “Western” pursuit of 

narrative as a theological quest, which negated its cultural integrality to Ugandans. 

 

Testimonial Integrity: 

As I sought to understand the integrity of the participants’ theology, three motifs 

came to the fore: testimony, community and biblical scripture. I prioritise the 

former, using the other two as a supporting melody. 

 

The song “I am a testimony to the Lord” is heard routinely in Ugandan churches. 

When making a testimony, there is the notion of revelatory truth (Tuiwai Smith, 

2021, 165). In Uganda, this relates to the synergy between the spoken word and 

the life lived. Katongole (2022, 96) promotes the use of this worship pattern 

because it offers a “glimpse into the dynamics of the story of God’s love and its 

potential to create a new sense of [family] belonging”. Therefore, when shared, 

they can bring healing to physical, moral and spiritual wounds and the liberation 

from the “burdens of history and ethnicity” (2022, 96). 

 

Testimonies also serve as a Christian apologetic device because the individual 

reflexively answers complex questions concerning their experiences and identity. 

This happens because testimonies evolve through the process of self-reflection and 
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the development of Christian understanding; one sharpens the other (2018, 167). 

Snow and Machelek (1983, 259-289) identify four characteristics of testimonial 

development: 

 

Firstly, there is a renewed understanding of one’s former life in light of a new 

Christian worldview. This involves a reflective redefining of the past, framed by the 

transcendent truth they now have. This is evident in the teacher’s narratives 

concerning the familial provision of school fees (Narrative theme 3, p 154). 

Concerning this, Moon (2018, 162f) makes use of the term “master attribution 

scheme” to describe this phenomenon. Before Christian conversion, such provision 

would be described as kindly human assistance using non-religious language. In this 

new Christian narrative, it is how God chose to intervene in the person’s life. The 

evil of poverty is transformed by an imminent God. 

 

Secondly, Life experiences are brought into a larger and more coherent narrative 

that gives new meaning to them. In addition to seeing a divine plan at work in the 

world, the believer incorporates the biblical narrative into this reconstructed life. As 

Biblical understanding grows and self-reflection develops, it continues the process 

of transformation (Stromberg, 1990, 42-56).  

 

In this thesis, I identified my experiences that resulted in exploring the Christian 

faith and why I decided to continue in this direction. But how I give testimony to 

this today is very different from how I told it then. My Christian understanding, 

through the Bible, tradition, the testimonies of others, my Ugandan experiences 

and alike, has all shaped my understanding of that original encounter. 

 

Thirdly, the language used to articulate one’s testimony changes; customary 

devices and metaphors give way to new expressions that demonstrate that their 

new beliefs are unique and authentic. This linguistic drift may be “shrouded in 

imprecision and mystery” because that is the nature of religious language (Stiver, 

1996, 12). However, although my experience is that new converts change the 
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language used to describe their new identity, the participants continue to use their 

cultural proverbs alongside new metaphors.  

 

What I observe is the default to their “mother tongue”, but using it in new ways as 

a means of communicating, a more harmonic worldview (Dunn, 2013, 44f). 

Similarly, I use the language patterns of my pre-Christian life to speak about my 

faith with those with different worldviews or who are asking inquiring questions. I 

use different metaphors when speaking in a Christian context.  

 

Lastly, this new life “gives an overarching identity” (1983, 259-289). Testimonies 

develop in a believer’s life because of their interest in using it for Christian mission, 

not for self-recognition. This testimonial purposefulness is demonstrated in 

narrative theme 8 (p. 186). Testimonial evangelism means sharing one’s life 

experiences with another in open transparency. This is why there is concern with 

outsiders sharing their testimonies whilst they are strangers (p. 161). It is the 

transparent nature of sharing testimonies that gives them their power. 

 

Nonetheless, the teachers were sometimes reluctant to share testimonies in some 

church meetings, as some leaders may “judge their pasts and make my life difficult” 

(Participant 1). This pattern is discussed in narrative 4, but there is a historical 

corrective to this concern through an inverted clerical hierarchy found in the East 

African revival, to which I presently attend. However, their importance as a habitual 

practice of the Christian faith and the encouragement this device gives others were 

consistently recognised despite extant clerical disruption:  

 

When I hear such stories, I learn about the person and their faith.  

[] I am encouraged by what they say about how Jesus is helping  

them (Participant 7).  

 

The defining attribute of these stories was an acknowledgement that Jesus relates 

not only to the believer's faith but also to their hardships (McGrath, 2019, 119-121). 

In the words of Participant 6: 
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Jesus said, if you are burdened, come to me, and I will give you] rest.  

I like Psalms for this reason because they boost your faith as they  

contain wisdom for life, [] Faith comes from bad experiences where  

God has helped.  

 

This research establishes that faith “built from experience” (Afriku 3) is the bedrock 

of the teachers’ theology. There is encouragement for the one sharing and hearing 

testimonies. The reality of belonging to something greater than ourselves surpasses 

individual notions of sanitised belief (McGrath, 2019, 117). The narrator and listener 

engage with the story, and because theology is an interpretive venture, each 

remains alert and anticipatory (2019, 3).  

 

I observed this readiness as the participants passionately reacted to an idea 

expressed, supported or developed by them. There was no disagreement but unity 

of spirit, as was typically heard in the discussion concerning the review of the choice 

of conducting the interviews under the mango tree: 

 

 I very much agree that it was a peaceful place and natural to us.  

[] I would also like to say we used our mango tree because it was  

small, but now it is very big. It has grown like us (WTA) 

 

Whereas formal theologies suppress embodied consciousness, inculturated 

theology continues the Christian oral tradition. It reveals “mimetic modes of re-

presentation” that engage all the physical senses (Whitmore, 2019, 3). Imitation is 

an elementary learning process. But instead of reciting verbatim as used in Ugandan 

classrooms to instil facts (Takako, 2011, 6), in oral cultures, the physical nature of 

performance gives rise to different interpretations and representations of the 

hearer (2019, 3f).  

 

This quality emerges because oral portrayal involves emotion and action that 

receives a replicable response (Whitmore, 2019, 4). Literal writing can inhibit these 

characteristics (2019, 4). Participant 1 remarked that testimonies in their church: 
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Start with talking, then the person sings, shouts, cries and  

everyone joins them in thanking God. This encourages others to  

share their testimony, and this can go on and on! 

 

In this way, embodied knowledge generates new revelations, as oral 

expressions represent an “inner text” (Whitmore, 2019, 3). The narrative 

methods identified that we are taken out of ourselves as mindful listeners of 

unmediated stories. By reflecting imaginatively, we encounter familiar stories 

with new characters, contexts and perspectives that reveal new meanings.  

 

In the Talking Circle, there was a particular comment that illuminated this 

theory: “We (the group individuals) have spoken many times, but what I am 

hearing are new stories” (Participant 6). This process resonates with the early-

gospel tradition where the first Christians habituated the Jesus story through 

hearing, then repeating its telling. The teaching was not through replication 

but through performance.  

 

This pedagogy was imbued with developing theological understanding and, 

resultingly became continuously revelatory (Dunn, 2013, 245). Aligning with 

the idea that we are “hermeneutical creatures” (McFague, 1982, 55) who 

theologically interpret what we hear, as well as what we apprehend from our 

other senses.  

 

This narrative integrity commonly raises difficulties in the minds of Western 

theologians as products of visual cultures. Here, imagery is afforded primacy over 

sound (Harrison, 2013, 2). In contrast, when Jesus taught, he had an oral audience 

in view. His words held precedence, and the contextual illustrations that brought life 

to the story had a supportive function, bringing sensory knowledge to the narrative. 

 

Through the research experience of cross-cultural reflection, I more fully assert that 

concerns over story sharing compared to the exactness of reading the biblical text 

are unfounded. The religious ‘classification’ of Bible inerrancy becomes invalid when 
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it relates to the conservative-evangelical contention that the Scriptures are already 

contextualised (Wu, 2019). This understanding locates the text above culture and 

forces the interpretative exercise to make problematic assertions that align with 

expected ‘truths’ (Davis, 2017, 213). This emphasis results in orthopraxis equating 

to scriptural application irrespective of the social environment:  

 

I am told that I am not following the Bible, but when I read it after a 

particular situation, I can often see where it fits. [] When I get things 

wrong, I can read, talk and then learn to do better. (Participant 3).  

 

Before I read the Bible, I pray and reflect on the things happening  

in my life and at school (WTA). Some of us get together, we share  

our thoughts and read the Bible, finding passages that fit these  

things (Participant 5). 

 

In light of these community illustrative statements, I argue that our collective 

theological wisdom views the Bible as authoritatively reliable and functions as the 

primary reflective source. It is this consistency that assures Christians that the 

gospels are “so coherent [] and distinctive” that whatever the concerns expressed 

about individual sayings, they reflect the “thoughts of a single unique teacher” 

(Dodds, 1971, 21f). However, this does not mean that such ‘trust’ results in a Bible 

first interpretive community. The research strongly suggests that experiential 

Christian wisdom that speaks to and from culture necessitates a continual 

theological reflective cycle.  

 

Notwithstanding, the reverse hermeneutic of ACT, Applied Theology, continues to 

advance in missional communities. This prevails, despite there being no original 

written version of the gospel spoken by Jesus, only the oral tradition from which 

they developed. That said, the Bible’s intrinsic value remains undiminished in the 

teacher’s story theology, because they experience its reliability in informing their 

faith. Likewise, narrators and listeners who identified with Jesus would not 
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introduce theological distortion because of the integrity of social memory (Harrison, 

2013, 245f).  

 

 Social Memory: 

Social memory has a richness that frequently eludes historical literature, because it 

recalls episodic experiences of particular cohesive communities (Russell, 2006, 794). 

Contextually, this community characteristic aligns with the ancestorology of wider 

African theological thought because it has an immortality dimension; the stories of 

one generation pass to the next so they are not forgotten (2006, 796). The sharing 

of stories is a culturally critical paradigm as oral communities rely on their accuracy, 

so that their long history, which prepares them for the present and near future, can 

be relied upon.  

 

Correspondingly, despite tribal allegiances and linguistic and experiential 

differences, not one of the teachers’ accounts suggested any contradiction to Jesus’ 

sayings and teachings as recorded in the gospel accounts. There were expressions of 

regret for historic episodes, but the point consistently made was that they want to 

be part of a story where the community lives in a way that reflects Jesus, not lower 

the bar to make their lives easier. In this young community, they are establishing a 

story that they want others to continue and talk about. 

 

 Perhaps these poems will be told in the future. [] People here 

(wider community) remember such things, because we will share  

them and they will also be theirs to do the same. 

 

The analysis of the teachers’ stories remained within orthodox patterns (203). Albeit 

requiring a more generous epistemological framework than static doctrines to 

encompass the harmony between truth and faith (Lebens, 2021, 29-35). The spoken 

tradition identifies consistent and coherent points that provide a theological 

narrative, which listeners develop and repeat. This replicates the role today’s 

preachers perform (Dunn, 2013, 150).  
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Likewise, the Afriku provide a methodology for inculturation that raises the voice of 

Ugandans through a mimetic Christology (Mark 8:34) that does not need Christ as 

an atoning “scapegoat” as identified in Girard’s mimetic theory34 (1996, 12), but 

embodiment. Imitating Christ in this way deconstructs repressive structures that 

exert control through literary forms that stifle creativity. The progression from face-

to-face interviews, the poetic drift, and the collaborative oral reflections of the 

research community prevents such conventionality. The aesthetic transformation of 

stories simulates the teachers’ everyday expressiveness of their faith:  

 

We like to sing and dance, and pray in church as we do in our  

homes because this makes faith real (Participant 5). 

 

However, testimonial truth is measured not on storytelling performance alone but 

on whether evidence of a transformed life reveals itself to the community. The local 

church welcomes Ugandan itinerant preachers whose role is to teach from 

Scripture, whereas testimonies are most impactful when spoken by a community 

member. Participant 2 spoke to this:  

 

These visitors must do one thing: teach. [] I am not very interested  

in their experiences because I do not know them or how real their  

stories are. [] How can I tell if their life has changed through faith? 

 

I now reflect on the East African revival, which remains culturally important to 

Ugandan Christians. In doing so, I identify where the Afriku methodology that 

develops from testimony builds on its Ugandan foundations. 

 

 

 

 
34 I consider that Christ can be discussed as a scapegoat not in terms of divine punishment, but that 
he was handed over for public execution as an act of religious and political expediency. This is 
consistent with the teacher’s atonment philosophy, whilst continuing to use accepted religious 
symbolism. 
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East African Revival: 

The roots of this testimonial paradigm follow the inculturated practice of the East 

African Revival. Between 1929 and 1939, the East African Revival spread 

Christianity from Uganda into the wider region. Through this Ugandan-led 

movement, the Christian faith in the country experienced exponential growth. This 

expansion was achieved by moving outside of the ‘elites’ and denominational 

allegiances (Kivenge, March 11, 2010). Lay Ugandan preachers, known as Balakole 

(Saved ones), urged their hearers to “go beyond the formalism and […] intellectual 

focus of the colonial established churches” (Kollman & Smedley, 2018, 67).    

 

The impact of this movement remains influential to contemporary theological 

practice (Wild-Wood, June 28, 2021, Abstract). This awakening of African Christian 

spirituality continues to loom large in the imagination. The revival was a spiritual 

movement inspired by two motivators: 

 

• The translation of the Bible into Luganda.35 This process motivated 

evangelical piety within its workers (Kollman & Smedley, 2018, 6).  

• The missional energy from Keswick Evangelical theology36 was brought by 

White missionaries, but inculturated by Ugandan pastors through their 

narrative preaching (Olson, 2022).  

 

The Keswick renewal movement contended that the Christian must move from an 

initial conversion experience to one where the Holy Spirit helps achieve an 

“overcoming, higher, deeper life” (Kollman & Smedley, 2018, 66). It included public 

confession, testimony, repentance, and daily commitment to holiness. In the case 

of White missionaries, this meant naming their “pride and racism” (Kivenge, March 

11, 2010).  

 

 
35 Luganda is an Eastern Bantu language and Uganda’s most widely spoken native language (Islam, 
2023, 1368). 
36 Keswick evangelical theology was a UK movement that was associated with a return to humility. In 
East Africa, this meant White missionaries repenting of their hitherto superiority and paternalism 
towards Indigenous Christians (Wesley, March 11, 2010).   
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This started a reset between Black and White Christians (2010). White missionaries 

were welcomed into a fellowship of “radical equality”, though some church leaders 

were calling for a moratorium on their presence (Ward, 2017, 8). In response, 

White missionaries who had repented of their racism worked to support, not lead, 

the revival mission into towns and villages.  

 

The revival started37 with a meeting between a White Anglican missionary, Doctor 

‘Joe’ Church and a Ugandan orderly, Simeon Nsibambi. The two confessed their 

faith to one another and studied the Bible. This led to a deeper religious conviction 

and friendship. Their relationship became a pattern in the majority Black Christian 

community, characterised by public confession, testimony, and song, including the 

Luganda hymn "Tuku-yendereza, Yesu" (We praise you, Jesus) (Kollman & Smedley, 

2018, 66). This exemplified how inculturation works. It took the widely loved 

Western Christian choral tradition and repurposed it so that its gospel lyrics were 

learnable to Uganda’s majority illiterate population (Basoga, 2010).  

 

The revivalists compelled ‘new’ adherents to learn how to express their conversion 

autobiographically (Ward, 2017, 15). They composed narratives that contrasted 

their past life (pre-renewal) with their experience of repentance and forgiveness as 

“saved people” (2017, 105f). These testimonies were connected to relevant biblical 

motifs, noting that these were not fixed. Their lives were living documents that 

reflected the nature of ongoing transformation (2017, 106 & 168).  

 

The public confession was not a perfunctory exercise but a response to a new 

Christian expressiveness that was distinctly African. Hearing the confession of one 

person resulted in another adding their testimony of a saved experience (Moon, 

2018, 158). It was not an admission of what they had done wrong, as might be 

imagined in the confessional of Catholic sacramentalism38. Rather, it was the sense 

 
37 The exact timing and ‘starting’ point are complicated. For a ‘living’ account see Ward, K. (2017.)   
The East African Revival: History and Legacies. E, Wild-Wood (ed.)  
38 I spoke to two Roman Catholics concerning this and for them “getting things of one’s chest” was 
the confessioary’s primary purpose. 
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of “putting things right”, explaining the transformative events that had occurred 

(2018, 158).  

 
It was the individual testimonies of ordinary Christians that were responsible for 

the momentum of the revival (159). Often, the old life was spoken of proverbially 

using negative terms, and the new life positively, e.g. “then I lived in darkness, but 

now that I am saved, I live in the light” (162). Similarly, in an interview, a teacher 

(withheld) spoke about their previous struggle with alcohol, saying: 

 

 I was a good drunk, but I was lost, but then Jesus found me. 

 

The testimonies offered unique opportunities for lay people to take the lead in 

church meetings, because they are a performance developed through continuous 

adaptation and improvement through retelling. This gives the storyteller an 

authoritative voice (Moon, 2018, 164). Whilst they respected and acknowledged 

the roles and responsibilities of the clergy concerning the formal affairs of the 

Church, they did not accept that they were “spiritually superior” (166f).  

 

In solidarity, the clergy, outside of their formalities, joined the groups led by the lay 

leaders (Moon, 2018, 166f). The authority of testimonies arises because they 

require transparency and a willingness for everyone in the community to share 

life’s experiences. In this way, barriers and misunderstandings are removed (165). 

 

This testimonial praxis means that the more one shares and develops their 

testimony, the more they reflect the balakole in becoming impassioned preachers. 

This phrase (Saved ones) remains a common descriptor for attendees of non-

denominational churches (Kollman & Smedley, 2018, 66). That said, the ‘separation’ 

is not so clearly defined as perhaps imagined. Although in the last thirty years, 

Pentecostalism has expanded in Uganda, Anglicans who adopted the revival’s 

fervour planted and influenced many of the independent churches. At the same 

time, the daily life of their own Anglican churches became more charismatic and 

less doctrinal (2018, 115).  
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One outcome of this unstructured form of Christian revival resulted in women 

“gathering ecclesial authority” as they were also balakole (Moon, 2018, 116). This 

fostered women’s leadership and ultimately resulted in their ordination in the 

Church of Uganda (Wild-Wood, “East African Revival”, 2021). The first woman, 

Florence Njangali, was ordained in 1973 (Nantambi, The Standard, “Florence 

Njangali”, August 28, 2024), whereas in the Church of England this happened 

fourteen years later (Diocese of Exeter website, “First Woman Priests”, 10 March 

2024).  

 

Close: 

In this section, I reflected on the use of testimony as a theological practice and its 

role in the development and articulation of collective theological wisdom formed 

from life’s everyday experiences and shared learning. The reflection on the East 

African revival, which itself was advanced through testimonial practice and 

instigated by lay leaders, suggests the teacher’s oral theology is following this 

revivalist tradition. 

 

The self-subordination of the clergy to support the Balokole in this venture stands in 

contrast to the teacher’s reflections on Afriku 4 (p.159). I leave further comment on 

leadership and authority until that point. 

 

Through the revivalist perspective, the White theologian must reflexively turn 

towards their hosts. In locating myself in the research through a self-narrative 

reflection (p.54), I have potentially echoed the actions of the White missionaries 

towards their Ugandan Balakole colleagues. Storytellers and hearers must share the 

light of their stories as neighbours instead of strangers.  

 

Doing so augments these interviews into ethnographic research because 

collaborative conversations and reflections are inculturated (Whitmore, 2019, 4). 

Conversely, the non-Indigenous stranger, because they cannot imagine contextual 

significance, relies on the power afforded by their education and position.  
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Scholars have noted that multi-ethnic Christian communities offer a distinctive 

opportunity for “identity reorientation” (Moon, 2018, 169f). Their Christian identity 

becomes the prevalent characteristic, superseding individual notions of tribe and 

race. I experienced this in the Talking Circle. As Katongole (2011, 15 & 24) 

determines, we must resist the identities given to us by colonial-shaped politics by 

forming new Christian communities; “tribalism hinders justice, which is the bedrock 

of peace” (Dami`, 2023, 240).  

 

This Afriku enshrines the importance of cooperative rather than individual faith in 

Ugandan communities. The reference to revelation refers to the validity of their 

biographies in confirming gospel embodiment. The final line refers to the gospel’s 

subjective illumination through the believers' testimonies:  

 

As stories collide,  

Revelation comes into being, 

testimony’s gift. 

 

Narrative 3: Experiences build faith:  

 

The research identifies that prophetic revelation is found in everyday contextually 

situated stories. They reflect the apostolic witness in the Christian canon (Bruner, 

1947, 128). Participants articulated this understanding, noting: 

 

When a poor Ugandan helps someone, they are not responsible for 

[family or church] like you hear in the Bible, I want to do the same. 

Many Christians talk about these things, but it means nothing to me 

(Participant 4).  

 

When I learn of something bad, I think of how this happened and  

what Christians should do to stop it. [] I look to the Bible for a story,  

it helps me to understand what I should do (Participant 3). 
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Sometimes I do something and look in the Bible to see if I can learn 

more about what I did (Participant 7).  

 

Communities devoid of theological correlation methods become disconnected from 

formal theology, negating its liberative purpose (e.g. John 8:32; Gal. 5:1 & Rom. 

3:8). I argue that WMT, through its exported doctrines, advocates this separation, 

negating the liberative function of theology. Experientially, a common example of 

this is through an organisation's planning of short-term missionary visits. Teams 

introduce new songs and schedule preaching to align with the organisation's in-

country concerns without ever speaking to the host community about what is 

holding them captive.  

 

Orobator (2011, 97f) considers that the post-conflict growth in Christian NGOs in 

countries like Uganda provides the right circumstances for the creation of new 

theologies as cross-cultural Christian communities are formed. That said, the 

human experiences of the communities that White Missionary agencies serve are 

seldom considered a theological resource but a negative consequence of African 

societal issues. Hence, they do not fall in the domain of Christian mission. 

Experientially, politics and corruption fall into these ‘no-go’ areas.  

 

This religious detachment experientially results from a White theology that 

promotes itself as superior because its “roots go down very deep” into Christian 

history (Wells, 2005/13, 608). It considers its heritage linearly, from the Church 

Fathers of the first five centuries, but is more closely connected with the 16th-

century Reformers in Europe (2005/13, 608). However, its current form emerged in 

the 20th Century and gained increasing momentum after World War II (608). 

 

The foundations of the evangelical superiority I observe in WMT stem from 

scripture as the normative and self-interpretive framework that resists cultural 

openness because they are a gift directly from God (609). The evangelical 

methodology deployed to access this ‘gift’ aligns with the systematic thought of 

Scottish theologian James Denney (1856-1917). He articulated that theology must 
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deploy systematic methods to interpret scripture, and that scripture is the sole 

hermeneutical device for achieving this (Denney, 1907/2007, 2). Whilst evangelical 

theology is a ‘broad church’ within my experience, this is the classic or consistent 

hallmark of WMT. 

 

For Ela, there is no pure abstract gospel” only a folk gospel whose good news is 

taken up in everyday life in contextualised small communities as a “decisive force” 

(1998/2009, 146). Its revelatory character opposes the “sociological burden of 

religion” through its social nature (146). What he observed in rural Cameroon was a 

decaying Western Christianity whose “false universality” had reduced Africa’s 

churches into “institutional rubble”. Situating in a biblical framework (e.g. 2 Kings 

24:15 & 25:11; 2 Chron. 36:20 & Jer 29 4-7), he referred to it as akin to Israel’s 

Babylonian captivity (111). Church had become a spiritual pursuit instead of a 

manner of living, a neocolonial institution that requires more than inculturation, 

that is, merely an “African adaptation” but a reexamination of its structures (129).  

 

Every participant shared a story that started with family and their relationship with 

the local church and community:  

 

I was born and raised a [] The community would not forgive, []  

Could I abandon my mother and father’s faith? (Withheld) 

 

The storytelling was neither linear nor precise due to the inductive methods 

deployed, but a continuing back-and-forth search for interconnection and meaning. 

The WTA community provided the location for this conversation, offering a positive 

counter to their trials:  

 

When I am at WTA, it is like a new community for me, the problems  

with church and life, do not follow me here [] we talk about these  

things without concerns (Participant 5). 
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In addition to the testimonies having community cohesion, they also provided 

cross-cultural relatability. They identified the embeddedness of ServeDirect in the 

community, which functions as a connection to the outside world: 

 

ServeDirect has been with us from the start [] we like it when you are 

with us, and helping with teaching and improving the site  

(Participant 3).  

 

It is good that you speak of us in your church, and so many new  

People come or pray for us (Participant 9).  

 

The claim of relatability arises because although one culture must not transpose 

itself into another, it is possible to share and learn coherent motifs (Quinlan, May 

22 2018). Operating as a connection point, ServeDirect functions as a theological 

conduit between worlds. It is positioned to communicate the community’s stories 

beyond their everyday reach.  

 

This is important because Ugandan community stories are neither simplistic nor 

hesitant theological imitations. Stories, myths and the imagination are “the stuff of 

Christianity” (Katongole, 2011, 61). They build narratives as a source for theological 

reflections, which are located in the world of Christianity (2011, 2). This storied 

domain of doctrine, worship, sacraments, and folk creativity melds to depict a 

compelling story. 

 

This trajectory follows the rejection of tribal primacy and the radical imperative that 

those who claim allegiance to Christ share a single humanity (Katongole & Wilson-

Hartgrove, 2009, 14f). Christianity offers a different framework for belonging that 

transcends ethnic division (2009, 24 & 34). The Church must become a “wild 

space”, which, for McFague (2000, 48), are places where humans reject the 

“stereotypical” patterns they are expected to follow. The Eucharist gives the Church 

an identity that provides such an imaginative space as its focus is on union with 

Christ, not political or social identity (Katongole, 2005, 109).  
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The Talking Circle’s reflections on lived experience demonstrated that patient 

resilience results in lasting reunion and strengthening beliefs. This position 

contrasts with scriptural dictates concerning restoration and mediation devoid of 

practice (Matt. 5:23-24; Eph. 4:32; 2 Cor. 5:18-21). As such, loyalties to family and 

community did not prevent the participants from taking bold steps in matters of 

faith.  

 

Participant 2, withstanding familial and community pressure to see a witch doctor, 

received sustained criticism from both. But the storyteller’s faith meant that this 

was not an option they could follow as a Christian. Even though rejecting the advice 

of community elders was a source of friction. It equated to a repudiation of all 

community beliefs, such is the influence of Ugandan communities' spiritual matrix. 

In their words: 

 

For your information, other people said that my (medical condition) 

[] could be healed with witchcraft, which there is a strong belief,  

in Africa. They said you have been to hospitals and doctors, so  

you should go somewhere else. I would not go there; I would not  

do something I knew in my heart was wrong. God honoured my  

faith. 

 

They recovered from their debilitating injury upon discovering its physical cause. 

This was without medical intervention, but through their painful interventions and 

prayer. The story of perseverance in the face of the community’s hurtful judgments 

resulted in the renewed faith of the storyteller and listeners: 

 

Yes, it made it more real because it gave me the strength to share a 

testimony. I had not done this before, but now I understand that  

God was really there. For the community, it made them reflect on  

their own attitudes and their understanding of God grew. [] They  

saw how I changed physically and spiritually. (Participant 2).   
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In a survey of Christian theological developments in Africa, note the concern that 

the Bible must not be used to “straightjacket” African identity (Parratt, 1995, 47). 

Any biblical exegesis must be through the lens of African cosmology (1995, 12). 

Such thinking progresses towards an African practical theology. This participant’s 

testimony accesses the epistemic validity of interpreted experience because 

“embodied persons and not abstract beliefs [] are the locus of rationality” 

(Huyssteen, 2006, 10).  

 

The spiritual dimension of African communities is a difficult concept for Western 

minds. This includes White missionaries who have lived and worked in them for 

long periods but have retained a static theology. It is a realm associated with many 

meanings. It ranges from belief in supernatural cultic forces or local medicines used 

for good or bad. African epistemology has a spiritual interrelatedness that pervades 

every aspect of a person’s life (Olupana, Oct 6, 2015). For example, physical 

sickness is not just symptomatic of bodily malaise but the imbalance in one’s 

community or ancestral relationships (Oct 6, 2015).  

 

Many Ugandan Christians remain influenced by witchcraft, seeing it not as a 

Christian–indigene religious dualism but as holistic spirituality (Healey & Sybertz, 

1996, 291-298). For this reason, Nthamburi and Waruta (1997, 40f) contend that 

evangelical Christianity, culture and traditional African theologies exist in “cohesive 

tension” (1997, 40f). They are socially cohesive because they represent community 

beliefs, but subjects such as healing cause tension when they suggest malevolent 

spirituality.  

 

However, those from a Pentecostal or charismatic tradition, of which the latter has 

increasing influence, even in the mainline traditions (Roman Catholic, Anglican 

Church of Uganda), reject these beliefs as satanic. This was conveyed in the 

participants’ reflections, personally and collectively: “Those who see the witch 

doctor are betraying faith, they let the devil into their lives” (Participant 8). These 

revival-influenced churches (p.47) actively pray to God for healing. Its adherents are 
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more likely to reject using witch doctors, no matter how intense the local 

community’s influence may be.  

 

In light of this Ugandan milieu, inculturated Christianity has a robust spiritual 

dynamic, particularly concerning healing, death, and eschatology. This mysticism is 

founded on the intense desire to understand and align with the work of God’s Spirit 

in the pursuit of salvation and holistic healing (Nthamburi & Waruta, 1997, 40f). 

This search coheres with a deep-rooted quest within the broader African 

theological discourse concerning ancestorology (Muzorewa, 2014, 28).  

 

In this, ancestors are an “essential link in the hierarchical chain of powers stretching 

from this world to the next” (Partain, 1986, 1066). In African monotheism, death 

does not end human relationships. Ancestors remain close in a spiritual world that 

mirrors the one in which they lived (1986, 1066). This augments the understanding 

of community, as there is not only a belief in the connection between one 

generation and the next, but spiritual power imbues this realm (Muzorewa, 1987, 

10f). Ancestors possess the ability to communicate with family and God, acting as 

intermediaries (1066). In African theology, God is everywhere and acts tangibly.  

 

Christian pneumatology must reflect this experience or be considered deficient 

(Muzorewa, 1987, 10f). This understanding is particularised in ACT because the God 

revealed in Christ is the same God who has always disclosed himself to Africans 

(1987, 11). The Holy Spirit, it is argued, sowed the seeds of this cultural knowledge 

in proverbs, stories and myths, long before they heard the words of Jesus mediated 

through Scripture (Cotter, 1989, 17). Consequently, Jesus is contextualised as an 

elder, "greatest ancestor”, teacher and example (Obetia, 2008, 76) because he acts 

as the ultimate mediator between humanity and God from eternity past.  

 

ACT recoils at any inferred dualism between the physical and spiritual. Christian 

worship only makes sense when it emphasises God’s spiritual presence and ongoing 

activity enacted physically through fallible humans (Muzorewa, 1987, 12). This 

integrity discloses itself in the believer's tangible relationship with Jesus, not their 
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words about him (Setiloane, 1976, 80). ACT must have this spiritual base to obtain 

“cultural integrity and spiritual autonomy” (Barrett, 1968); otherwise, the African 

Church is presumed to be as mechanistic as the Western Church (1987, 43).  

 

The response to the saving action of Christ gives rise to orthopraxy39; lest, the 

extent of God’s blessings has not been fully recognised (Healey & Sybertz, 

1996,259). This is not transactional, or a saving faith through reciprocal works, as 

the Greek for Holy Spirit (parakletos = helper) translated in Swahili is msaidizi. This 

term recognises the Spirit as a constant companion and present reality in African 

Christian lives (Healey & Sybertz 1996, 301). This spiritual welcome is juxtaposed 

with that afforded to evil spirits, also considered universally present. This 

malevolent realm works on the fears of a community. Some witch doctors exploit 

these concerns for personal gain.  

 

From an African perspective, the physical priorities of WMT can represent a sacred-

secular dualism. Their primacy is antithetical to their daily concerns' spiritual nature 

(McVeigh, 1974, 152f). The White missionary’s community-focused strategies result 

in practical medicine, education, and agriculture programmes. At the same time, its 

spirituality separately focuses on personal sin and Jesus’ ability to forgive. The 

promise of an afterlife, with a permanent release from evil, requires no apparent 

change in behaviour from an African perspective (McVeigh, 1974, 153).  

 

WMT reflects Western anxieties about life’s temporality, whilst exposing its 

weakness to Africans when it fails to address the presence of evil. This is typically 

manifested in the harsh realities of ordinary African life. WMT’s universal but 

limited “gospel” has an exclusive dimension concerning some African communities 

(McVeigh, 1974, 153). Specifically, it is not liberative, as tackling ‘evil’ requires 

White control through financial-led intervention. A community that does not have 

 
39 Whereas orthodoxy is right belief orthopraxy is right practice. (Walton, 2020) 
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access to missionary support would remain with their fears if it had a White-

informed Christian spirituality.  

 

WMT’s spirituality internalises current atonement theology in White evangelism. In 

his analysis, Wright (2016, 311) calls this “Moralistic Platonic Paganism”. 

Concerning this, sin is merely a moral code violation. The solution reflects pagan 

philosophy, whereby the response to this misconduct is offering an innocent 

sacrifice. This transaction enables the Platonic objective of going to an “other-

worldly” heaven.  

 

Africans do not share Western concerns about the afterlife; they have an a priori 

belief that their personality persists after death (McVeigh, 1974, 153). This 

understanding results in an alternative soteriology whereby salvation means help in 

life’s daily troubles. Arguably, White theology has lost the collaborative spirituality 

of the Christian faith. It has reduced it to pastoral care and maintaining the present 

physical and logical missional consensus (Shenk, 2001, 98-107). This limits the Holy 

Spirit’s action to the transcendental and diminishes the ‘ordinary’ to the physical 

good works that the Christian should do. This is contrary to ACT’s holistic emphasis, 

where ostensibly physical activities are spiritually imbued because God works 

materially.  

 

Returning to the theme’s construction, a supporting motif is the Ugandan virtue of 

patience as evidence of Christian faith (Gal. 5: 22f). Participant 3 spoke of their 

prophetic dream of educating the student-age population. This happened when 

living in internally displaced camps during the civil conflict in Northern Uganda 

between 1980 and 1990, and incrementally came to fruition in 2005. They 

continue: 

 

It has not been easy; schools were being invaded and students abducted; 

[] I survived that situation several times.[] By the grace of God, we keep 

moving slowly forward. Having worked with ServeDirect, we see how 
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important it is that we work together over a long time. When people 

come together in such a way, people will be helped. As individuals,  

we would struggle, but in the community, we can achieve much more.  

 

Eight participants reflected on their perpetual struggle as students to find 

secondary school fees40. Extended family or community members had always 

provided, albeit tardily, as they accumulated the requisite finances. In the words of 

Participant 6: 

 

My parents separated, so it was always hard to find school fees.  

When I was 12 years old, I accepted Jesus as my personal  

saviour. A lady organised sponsorship for me – I thought God was 

working, so I studied hard. 

 

Participant 10 saw God in their ability to pay university fees in instalments through 

the help of others as greater evidence of God’s blessing than a single payment:  

 

I prepared for college because I was expecting little and did not think  

I would receive sufficient money, but God made it possible for me to  

go to university, which I dreamed of.  

 

A connecting theme emerges from the subject of patience – the teachers’ 

ordinary theology of miracles. The individual and collective discussions on this 

theme culminated in an exploration of how humans and the divine participate 

in miracles. Nevertheless, the teachers did not discount the potential of God to 

intervene in ways unexplainable by the natural order. Instinctively, they 

continue to have a conservative view of the Bible and believe in God’s 

supremacy to create the cosmos ex nihilo (Gen. 1-2) and healing without 

medical intervention (Mark 2:9-10):  

 
40 This is not surprising there are no free secondary schools in Uganda and this fact results in familial 
pressure and multi-layered corruption (Tayeba, 12 Feb, 2024).  
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I know God can work miracles, I have seen and heard about such  

things [] but for me working here (WTA) is a miracle. I see miracles  

like mine all the time, people helping others even when they do not  

have to because it is what God wants them to do (Participant 5).  

 

There were no claims of the supernatural miraculous in the participants’ accounts. 

God, working through the everyday activities of Christian believers, was an equally 

valid expression of mystical love and authority. The teachers’ theology identifies 

that this is how God commonly manifested his presence in Ugandan communities, 

actuated through community prayer: “If we keep praying after time God always 

answers” [] “something changes in our lives” (Participant 8).  

 

Assimilating a miraculous God by the means he leads the community through 

challenging experiences, builds a collective faith. On this, Participant 5 reflected 

that “life has hills” [good times] and “valleys” [difficult times], with both situations 

continuously ebbing and flowing. Accordingly, the miraculous requires persevering 

faith as the things that hold the community captive repeat themselves; therefore, 

“we have to keep standing against them because God is there too” (Participant 5). 

 

This collaboration means the teachers consider that they are part of a sacred 

community. This cooperative encourages “strong connectedness between people 

and creation, people and each other, people and God”. Recognising this is not 

without “pain or mystery” (Rohr, 2020). This theology reflects Swinton’s (2007, 

Intro, Para 16) practical theodicy. This rejects philosophical and theological 

arguments that attempt to rationalise the maxim that amid suffering, “God is love” 

(1 John 4:16). Experiential-led theodicies transform evil “so grace can prevail” 

through loving action (2007, Intro, Para 1).  

 

These stories potentially reflect the ‘failure’ of the Church in Uganda to exist as a 

political entity (Katongole, 2011, 120). That said, despite the reticence towards the 

pastoral paradigm (2011, 35) at a folk level of neighbourly intent, it is a reality that 

resists the marginalisation of the rural poor (2011, 7). Despite Katongole’s 
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reservations, such practical theodicy rebutts the illusory Pentecostalism that 

promises success and prosperity that aligns with African postcolonial political 

imagination (49). It’s “shameless promise(s)” align with the shameful corruption too 

frequently characterised by African politics (50). 

 

The Afriku that concludes this narrative reflection emerges from the teachers’ 

present historical experiences. It demonstrates the cultural appropriateness of this 

method for theologising Indigenous stories. The teachers’ faith has developed 

through life’s encounters in which Christ has revealed God’s saving will 

(Schillebeeckx, 1990, 126).  

 

This is normally through the miracles they see in the everyday fight against evil, 

which manifests in their midst. Seeing how their stories interconnected on this 

revealed a cogent truth. Narratives function as an apologetic device because people 

come to and grow in faith through hearing the contextual stories of believers and 

then mediate them in different forms (Schillebeeckx, 1990, 136): 

 

Faith formed in darkness, 

our worlds illuminated, 

hands of grace leading. 

 

Narrative 4: False leaders: 

 

Claims of God’s intervention through ordinary Christians are met with suspicion by 

Church leadership without their mediation and pastoral intercession: “Some 

pastors are not interested in testimonies that do not recognise their church” 

(Participant 4). This subversion negates the everyday experience. 

 

The face-to-face interviews unveiled deep-rooted concerns about local church 

leaders:  
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I have many friends who go to the same church, but the leaders  

cause problems with the things they say (Participant 7):  

 

I want to be told about faith and how to be a better Christian, not  

being condemned for things I have not done [] I am trying but many  

of them do not give a good example (Participant 10).  

 

The teachers articulated the tension between the expectation of how leaders should 

conduct themselves, whilst accepting that most fall short of these ideals. The 

deference displayed by Ugandans toward ecclesial authorities silences their voices. 

Notably, when ordained or other recognisably titled leaders, such as Pastors and 

Priests, are present amidst their acts of worship (Harrassowitz, 2005, 53). It was 

again conspicuous that this problem presents itself irrespective of the adherents’ 

tradition. Participant 4 reflected this sentiment: 

 

Honestly, I do not trust our church leaders very much. I have  

looked at the things they do and think many are not honest,  

whereas they should be an example. [] Many honour and respect  

such people because of their position. 

 

I asked whether they had ever considered attending another church because of 

their experiences: 

 

No, I do not think I will ever change my denomination for one  

reason. When I look at other churches, I see the same weaknesses  

or worse. I am only interested in meeting God, so I forget that I am  

a (tradition withheld); it is my relationship with God that matters  

most.  

 

In the subsequent group reflections, I was mindful that one impact of colonialism is 

its tendency to be a “homogenising steamroller” of language (Curtin, 1974, 17). It 

causes cultural dissolution by failing to consider the diversity and virtue of human 
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experience. It does this by identifying the native culture’s weaknesses and 

supplanting them with what it considers from its domestic ethnology to be superior 

(1974, 17, cf. Wolfe, 2006, 387-409). Therefore, I cannot reflect on this theme 

without first noting the worsening situation in the UK. Without doing this, I repeat 

this colonial trait by joining the discussion as if my contribution arises from an ideal 

situation.  

 

Confidence in the UK clergy has dramatically decreased in the last 30 years. Trust 

levels are at around 56 per cent, which is lower than that placed in the “average” 

person on the street (Williams, December 4, 2020). Notwithstanding the teachers’ 

reservations about their local church leadership, I am not comparing directly with 

the UK findings because contexts, cultures and histories are very different. 

 

Despite apparent parallels in our leadership expectations, Ugandan Christians have 

increased in number by c233 per cent since 1970. In the UK, there has been a 

continual decrease in this same period (Jenkins, September 12, 2012, cf. Gill et al., 

1998, 507-516). Whatever the experiences of formal ministry, the Ugandan Church 

as a gathered people continues to flourish. This is particularly true with informal 

conversations run by non-appointed leaders acting as shepherds. I only use the 

teachers’ comments as my evidential source in this matter, as there are no 

replicable Ugandan surveys to the example from the UK. 

 

The teachers’ decision to interview under a shady tree is typical in Ugandan villages 

when conducting everyday conversations. When sharing faithful experiences, such 

‘sacred’ spaces retain this cultural familiarity:  

 

When I go to my garden to dig, I speak with friends, and we talk  

about important things of faith like the disciples and Jesus [] I do  

not fear of saying the wrong thing (Participant 8).  

 

This inculturated practice naturally invites engagement. It contrasts with 

participating in something less contextually familiar and non-discursive, such as 
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attending a church meeting in its building. Jesus, Uganda’s greatest teacher (Obetia, 

2008, 76), met with people at the places most familiar to them, establishing 

common ground and empathy (Matt. 4:21f & John 4: 7-42 & 5:1-4).  

 

Continuing Jesus’ teaching methods, as experienced in this research, there was no 

admonishment when someone interrupted our untroubled sanctuary:  

 

What is it? (pause for a reply to see if it is urgent) it is OK, you  

find me later (Participant 7; Mark 10: 13-14).  

 

It was a place for the storyteller and listener to share confidentially but not privately 

behind closed doors (Mark 11:27-33 & 12:33 cf. John 3:1). If the teachers had not 

influenced the interview method, our conversations would have mimicked the 

covertness between Jesus and a religious official in these Bible texts. I intuitively 

would have chosen a classroom. Perhaps this is why I felt the two interviews held in 

a closed office were less conducive.  

 

The teachers decided the mango tree was suitable despite the possibility of 

interruption due to the increasing size of the school population. I still had doubts 

due to these occasional interview interruptions. I asked whether the tree provided a 

more culturally conducive space for theological dialogue than church buildings. The 

response was affirmative, replying that they had often thought along the same lines 

– small groups teaching each other in familiar places. Discussing this phenomenon, 

Participant 1 remarked: 

 

Yes, I have always thought of that. [] It is better if small groups were 

formed in such places, and then people would teach each other the  

word of God. [] Yes, using their testimonies, I think that would help a  

lot.  

 

It was at the Talking Circle that they more enthusiastically confirmed their 

appreciation of the location’s aesthetic for remembering. One commented that they 
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would not have shared some of the details in their interview in front of their church 

leader because: “it would reflect poorly [] and might be discussed with other 

members [], but there (mango tree) it was peaceful” (Participant 6). 

 

Whereas a building has practical uses for liturgical worship, pilgrimage and 

sanctuary for victimised groups, it also promotes hierarchical organisations. Formal 

theologies advanced as error-free wisdom necessitate the perpetuation of such 

ecclesial structures to protect them from compromise (Stroik, 2012, 52 & Segawa, 

January 19, 2022).  

 

There was no repudiation of these ecclesial norms but a recognition that they often 

marginalised inculturated patterns. Following the research experience, the 

participants desire an ordinary theology in which they take the lead through a story-

sharing paradigm, not in their churches, but in their socialising: 

 

I go to church every Sunday, but I am happier talking about God in 

other places. I like this interview because I can share faith from  

my life. I do this with others, and then they share with me. When  

our leaders (title withheld) are there, everyone goes quiet and looks  

at them, waiting for them to say something. They are worried about 

speaking in case they say the wrong thing. (Participant 5). 

 

This liberative desire reflects the frustration with the many church leaders, “who 

place themselves above their worshippers” (Participant 6). The common reason 

advanced for destructive leadership is that “many false teachers” see their church 

as a means of obtaining wealth and taking advantage of their community’s “peasant 

illiterate” (Participant 7). This power dynamic is antithetical to Ugandan culture, 

reflected in the local proverb, “You must put the effort in your firstborn so they can 

achieve and help raise the siblings” (Participant 10).  

 

This axiom reflects the practical familial reality faced by Ugandan communities. 

Every person takes on some form of financial responsibility for family members so 
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they can eventually similarly support them. The one with less hierarchical power, for 

example, due to being young, subsequently helps an older relative who can no 

longer financially support themselves.  

 

Similarly, the role of leaders is to invest in their gathered church to enable an 

inclusive ethic to develop and propagate:  

 

Many in my church are respected because they have wisdom and so 

have things to say, but they are not given a chance. [] but our leaders 

want to hold the microphone and stand high in front of us. [] In this  

way, they can lead (Participant 8). 

 

This mutual reliance exists in the broader community, whereby community leaders 

encourage others to contribute to the group's success. However, church leaders 

invert this commitment, expecting the benefits of hierarchical privilege, which they 

claim biblical dogma provides religious warrant for. As such, leaders are worthy of 

honour solely through given status (Rom. 13:1 & Gal. 6:6). Participants 4 and then 

10 articulated that:  

 

Many honour and respect such people because of their position.[]  

Some churches give leaders their positions because of their family 

connections. 

 

This is outside of the ACT’s liberation ethic, but it does reflect the concern that 

inculturation must be fluid because social situations are dynamic. Although 

tolerated, participants viewed this pattern as the antithesis of the Christian Church. 

Instead, it reflects Uganda’s institutions, where nepotism is rife, including where 

they are externally funded (LSE Blogspot, July 26, 2022).  

 

Ugandan theologian Medad Zinomuhangi (Abstract, 2010) connects the current 

challenges of Indigenous church leadership across Christian traditions to the legacy 

of centralised colonial authority. This leadership pattern of individual ‘political’ 
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“pursuit of ambition and greed” disrupts Ugandan societal norms (Katongole, 2011, 

15). Such structures are unsuitable for Uganda, because culturally, leaders come 

from the community and are accountable to them (Abstract, 2010).  

 

The Ugandan leadership model recognises that “hierarchy and leadership” are not 

one thing and leaders should come from the “bottom–up” (Katongole 2011, 1099 & 

Orobator, 2011, 10). In contrast, the current situation reflects “denominational 

imperialism”, a hangover of colonialism where leadership appointments can 

demonstrate ethnic and political expedience (Waruta, 1992, 127).  

 

This transformation necessitates a departure from outdated colonial values to 

enable a creative expression of leadership. One that is less institutional and more 

focused on the small and local (Orobator, 2011, 49 & 84). Exacerbating this problem 

are Ugandan church leaders being trained in a Western paradigm where the 

concept of the nation state is very different to the affiliation to local communities 

(Katongole, 2011, 107). The benefit of the PAG Church is that its two training 

centres (Pentecostal Theological College and Mission Transformation Centre) are 

fully Ugandan-owned, resourced and administered.  

 

The present top-down leadership consensus leads to accusations that senior Church 

leaders have a “lacklustre” response to political destructiveness (Ssentongo, 

Kampala Keynote presentation, 2022). The defence to this reproach is that much of 

their work is “behind the scenes” (Ssentongo, 2022). However, when church leaders 

receive positions and gifts from politicians or ask for political intervention, this 

undermines local and national Church leadership. An example of this relationship is 

when the previous Roman Catholic Bishop of Kampala requested that the 

government intervene to collect a ten per cent tithe from worshippers, reflecting 

the arrangement in Germany and Italy (Ajiambo, “Catholic Protest”, November 7, 

2018).   

 

An underlying problem is that the Church traditions the teachers represent define 

themselves in terms of their respective hierarchies, and this reflects itself in the 
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local church (Waligo, 2010, 36). It must change from this “clerical notion” to one of 

an “ecclisiology of [African] community” (2010, 36). Within current structures, the 

attention of local pastors is towards central administration and away from the 

African culture of community-facing orientation (2010, 97).  

 

The Roman Catholic versus Anglican traditions and biblical warrants of the colonial 

era confused who was right (orthodox), and the natural question emerged, “Who, 

therefore, is saved”? The growth and prominence of Pentecostalism complicated 

this question further (Dandala, 2010, 101). Church leadership must now focus on 

African Christian identity, not mimic the Western church (2010, 101) 

  

Any mandate claiming privilege through hierarchical structures exemplifies how 

using propositions removed from their narrative results in theological gaps. 

Specifically, the “new” good news of financial prosperity that is promoted by some 

PAG emerging churches. This imported gospel is supposedly available through acts 

of spiritual willpower (Mark 11:22-24). This represents manipulation rather than a 

liberative theology (Niemandt, 2017, 213). The participants’ stories and my 

Ugandan experiences confirm that this pattern poses a risk to impoverished 

communities:  

 

Those leaders of born-again churches say giving money to their  

ministry means that there will be a return of blessings to the believer 

because it is a spiritual act. This is not right because the Bible talks  

about the poor (Participant 5). 

 

Despite Heuser’s (2015, 6 & 210) claim that this prosperity gospel “adapts to 

contexts,” I venture that it universalises. It accomplishes control by spiritualising the 

dominant colonial ‘world system’ of globalisation and consumerism. This pattern 

represents the concealed incremental importation of a White theology, particularly 

with an American influence into an ostensibly African Church (Niemandt, 2017, 

214).  
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Dogmatic preaching advances this pattern through dramatic, exaggerated repetition 

of this gospel’s universality, where the speaker “Shouts, shouts, shouts about 

money” (Participant 1). Devoid of inculturation, this prosperity trope, birthed in 

American Pentecostalism, continues Western Christianity’s unfiltered “one-way 

exportation” (Heuser, 2015, 210).  

 

Experientially, in impoverished communities, the lack of ecclesial discipline 

juxtaposed with a daily struggle against the social consequences of poverty creates 

a void. In this space, a theology whereby the “right” faith equates to material 

abundance perpetuates. The promised release from poverty’s realities is attractive 

for the vulnerable. The result is the exploitation of individuals whilst dismissing 

poverty’s complex structures (Zulu, July 13, 2022). This leaves the actions needed to 

dismantle them unattended.  

 

The teachers expressed these leadership concerns as spiritual abuse because they 

are “false hope-givers”. They recognise that susceptible communities receive those 

propagating a gospel of unabated spiritual blessing as liberators from poverty 

(Gbote & Kgatta, 2014, 5). Participant 2 preempted the Talking Circle discussion in 

their interview: “When leaders say these things, the poor and illiterate want to 

believe because their lives are hard”.  

 

This observation coheres with previous research identifying that 50 per cent of sub-

Saharan Africans believe God provides abundant wealth and good health if they 

have sufficient faith (Pew Research, 2010). The participants’ theology challenged 

this statistic as none adhered to such a ‘contract of blessings’. Nevertheless, the 

teachers spoke about the subject as a growing phenomenon and concern in rural 

Uganda. This emerged from typical interview comments such as “they have 

abandoned one thing, faith, and replaced it with a money-making venture” 

(Participant 5).  

 

This oppressive gospel will continue with biblical justification (e.g. Mark 11:24; Matt 

21:22 & John 16:23-24) if not confronted with an inculturated narrative theology. I 
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make this claim because the grand story of covenantal relationships exposes the 

falseness of such teaching. It fails to address political and societal issues, which the 

biblical writers argue is where God wants humanity’s interest (Lev. 19:9-10 & 15; Ps. 

82:3-4; Mic. 6:8 & James 2:2-4). The silence on such issues subverts the progressive 

liberative intent of contemporary African Christianity and progressive Black 

theology, pulling it towards Whiteness. 

 

The participants noted that insufficiently trained leaders exacerbate these abuses 

through the spiritual power afforded by their position. This malpractice resulted in 

Participant 8 revealing: 

 

I believe Christ is the pinnacle of everything, but sometimes I worship  

in the mosque because of its disciplined practices [] They take prayer 

seriously [] I join their prayers, but to myself, I pray to Jesus. Their 

Leaders are very different; they make faith easy because they are  

clear on what to do. 

 

This may appear to be an extreme response, but experientially, Muslims and 

Christians meet in each other’s homes to celebrate their respective religious 

festivals. The action reflects culture rather than representing a theological misalign. 

Whilst in my everyday community conversations, there is a harmonious spirit 

between Muslim and Christian communities, there is also a clear separation in the 

practice of faith. This decision by a single teacher and the societal religious-cultural 

norm speak to formal theology without their exposure to it. Orobator (2011, 145f), 

encapsulating Vatican II Nostra Aetate,41 expounds that Christians must reject 

religious discrimination because it is incompatible with the “mind of Christ“.  

 

 
41 Nostra Aetate translates “in our time”. It is the Vatican Council's Declaration on the Relation of the 
Church to Non-Christian Religions, conceptualised for the African Synod 2009. This formalised an 
attitude of dialogue and respect toward the major non-Christian religions in Africa. (Sourou, J-B, 
2014, 142-149). 
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Further, ACT must appreciate the values found in other religions because they are 

evidence of humanity’s inherent desire “to search for the divine” (Orobator, 2011, 

145f). This is more than accepting the presence of groups holding different beliefs, 

but the need in post-conflict societies to promote all forms of spiritual and moral 

goodness found within the tenets of these other faiths (2011, 145f). It is a different 

and more confident position than that of the Anglican Bishop of Uganda, Alfred 

Tucker (1899-1908), who decried Kiswahili because it was enmeshed with African 

Islam and therefore in opposition to Christianity (2011, 146).  

 

The ordinary theology of these Ugandan teachers reflects the formal inculturated 

theology of the Catholic synod without any reference or exposure to it. The teacher 

who attends the mosque for prayer identifies themselves as Pentecostal. But there 

abounds a religious spirit that rejects the segregation brought by ethnic difference 

or religious extremes, such as the LRA and Alice Auma’s (Lakwena) so-named Holy 

Spirit Movement. Her authority stemmed from rituals involving animism and the 

channelling of gender-specific spirits, which fuelled a unique type of religiously 

motivated conflict (Behrend, ‘Lakwena Alice,’ 31 March, 2020).  

 

The Talking Circle coalesced around two themes interconnected with Participant 8’s 

experience that reflected their ordinary theology, not the priorities of the local 

church. First, each Christian must test the authenticity of teaching and practice 

against the Bible because “it is important to remember it is the responsibility of 

each individual to be involved with such learning” (Participant 2). Second, the lay 

believer’s faith is not beholden to a pastor’s priorities.  

 

Leadership concerns and liberating their theological voice from hierarchy were 

prominent in writing the theme’s Afriku. Included in this were two images that were 

brought to my consciousness. One through a located experience (Cameroon) and 

the other through the contribution of the Ugandan theologian who prominently 

informs this thesis: 
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• Jean-Marc Ela’s “Theology under the Tree” (1980/86, 8). As a Catholic Priest, 

he spoke to illiterate farmers in North Cameroon about everyday things until 

an evénement fondateur (something theologically essential) emerged.  

• Emmanuel Katongole’s (2017, 29f) exegesis of the Royal Priesthood (1 Pet: 

2:9). This establishes God’s new people in Christ as a sanctified community 

that gives evangelical hope through their actions.  

 

The poem’s first line reflects the collective audible “sigh” of harmonious 

acknowledgement that the local church should reflect the peace of speaking under 

a shady mango tree.  

 

Under the mango tree,  

a royal priesthood gathers, 

shepherds found within. 

 

Narrative 5: Neighbourliness: 

 

Despite colonialist attempts to impose Western liberalism on Africa, 

neighbourliness reflects a community’s epistemology of collective belonging that 

remains robust (Wanda, 2013, 5). In rejecting individualism, disparate communities 

maintain the interconnectedness they must have to succeed. This sociability is 

central to Ugandan tribes, and their diverse proverbs express this prevalence. The 

teachers proverbially captured the essentialness of this togetherness: 

 

Help put out the fire on your neighbour’s roof; otherwise, your house  

will also burn down (Participant 3).  

  

Do not cause your neighbour harm because if you do so, you will 

eventually suffer in the same way. But now you are on the outside  

of the community where there is less help (Participant 1).  
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The priority given to the individual in Western societies is antithetical to the 

collective responsibility of African communities embodied in the Ubuntu 

philosophy. Ubuntu is part of a Zulu phrase, “umuntu ngumuntu ngabuntu”, 

meaning a person is a person through other people, so it has a unifying vision 

(Nkem Ifeika, 2006). There is no individual failure or success, only the community’s 

(Muzorewa, 1987, 18). 

 

There is a high regard for the importance of conservative morality, and specific 

initiation ceremonies that mark all significant stages of community life: birth, 

coming of age, marriage, and death. Although some African theologians contest the 

Christian validity of such initiation rites, others accept them when the ritual has 

comparable traits to Christian orthodoxy (Ntombana, 2015, 104-119). Ceremonies 

such as baptism, communion, and marriage have a greater community-wide 

significance than I observe in the UK.   

 

Kreider’s (1994, 8) critique of the causes for exponential growth in the pre-

Christendom Church also identified community practices as its cornerstone. 

Community support for one another and the collective attention to prayer, peaceful 

cohabitation and moral conduct were the features that drew people to the new 

faith.  

 

Within this pattern, inculturation also has much to say about the individual in the 

proverb: “The individual is at the service of the community” (Anon.). It informs a 

philosophical paradigm, proverbially expressed as “I am because we are; we are 

because I am” (Healey & Sybertz, 1996, 70). This relational epistemology provides a 

contextual lens for parabolic hermeneutics.  

 

The short story of the Prodigal42 Son (Luke 15:11-32) has as its central theme a 

son’s decision to leave home. This places him outside the “unity of the extended 

 
42 My focus on the term ‘prodigal’ is the unwise use of energy, talent and resources (Cambridge 
Academic Content Dictionary). 
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family”, resulting in community fragmentation (Healey & Sybertz, 1996, 106). The 

decision to welcome the son back has community intent, affording it a new 

beginning.  

 

This exposition cedes revelatory meaning markedly different from most Western 

exegesis. These interpretations focus on the individual welcomed back to God 

despite their past wrongdoings or the reversal of the supposed controlling nature of 

Judaism’s religious structures (Levine, 1989, 29f).  

 

The African focus on welcome has gospel credentials. It narratively replicates the 

triune God asking for an invitation to add their presence to the community (John 

14:23). This petition aligns with the African proverb, “A visitor is a guest for two 

days, and on the third day, you give them a hoe” (Healey & Sybertz, 1996, 173). The 

second clause of this phrase does not imply welcoming as having ‘strings attached’. 

The hoe represents a community activity where the stranger is invited to join (1996, 

174).  

 

The importance of neighbourliness for Christianity becoming a stronghold in 

Uganda cannot be overstated. There needed to be a more compelling message than 

the forgiveness of sin. It had to make sense of what Ugandans instinctively already 

knew:  

 

Those who do not join in with community life, but live next to us, are  

like visitors. We must know each other, because how can we help or  

share faith if we do not know their situation? (Participant 6)  

 

This reflects the teachers’ experiential nature of faith; in this case, neighbourliness 

represents faith’s telos. Participant 5 expressed it this way: “Once we love our 

neighbour, all other sins go away”. 

 

The meaning and impact of Jesus’ earthly activity as embodied neighbourliness 

mark an unbroken thread in the teachers’ articulation of faith. This is not a passive 
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theory but a practical theology. When afforded space for reflection, the listener 

discovers that participants focus on how they best work as a teacher who is 

Christian instead of wearing the label of ‘Christian teacher’. This ethic is so ingrained 

that “pray to God as we also help each other” expresses an axiomatic sentiment 

(Participant 4).  

 

This pattern comes from a ‘fear of God’ rather than a fear of judgement, recognising 

who God is ontologically:  

 

I am so small compared to God [] I fear him, not because he wants  

to cause me harm, I know he loves me. It is because he can not be 

understood. [] That is why Jesus came (Participant 3).  

 

Fear in the teachers’ theology relates to God’s accessible majesty rather than the 

fear of a situation they want to avoid. Their understanding of Jesus as the visible 

God demonstrates this essential belief. He made his home with ordinary people, but 

his inter-relationship with God displays human accessibility:  

 

Jesus prays to the Father for me, so I can do the same thing. []  

I do not know how those others pray without this faith  

(Participant 9).  

 

The proverb “whatever you are doing, put God first” (Participant 4) reflects the 

ongoing objective of living out one's faith by seeking God’s relational patterns. The 

fear of God also relates to the search for wisdom. This quest culminates not in 

identifying who their neighbours are, as they accept the inclusive response of the 

Pharisees to Jesus’ question of whom they should show mercy to (Luke 10:36-37): 

“Everyone who comes to help at WTA is my neighbour, I always try and welcome 

them” (Participant 2).  
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Wisdom identifies neighbourly practice in different situations, such as helping the 

widow before giving to the church. This subverts the priorities of some church 

leaders: 

 

If I help people who are needy, I have actually done what God wants. 

Christians give to the offertory in church, but when they are outside,  

they do not help others. I thank God I can help people in my  

community who are in need; it makes me happier than giving to  

church on a Sunday” (Participant 4).  

 

For these teachers, neighbourliness necessitates spiritual thinking. Participant 7 

narrated this concerning their understanding of Romans 8:6. Aligning with this 

narrative, they consider that neighbourliness has a spiritual dimension: 

 

This is what Christians should prioritise; it is not good when they think 

only about themselves. People who act like this do not listen to God,  

they follow what men say. [] The Holy Spirit helps us work together  

to build spiritual peace in the community. This is why we pray all the 

time. 

 

Such spiritual endeavour leads to harmonious orthopraxy, the pursuit of which 

results in a cycle of theological reflection, leading to ever more profound spirituality 

(Veling, 2005, 23f).  

 

There would be a culture of neighbourliness in Uganda without the Christian faith. 

However, for the Christian, moving this from theory to practice results in increasing 

belief and theological understanding:  

 

When I help someone in my community I learn something about  

myself. [] When we talk about the situation, they find out about my  

faith too [] and then we are together (Participant 10).  
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This Afriku speaks of the importance of welcoming the stranger. Then, they hope 

they will become a neighbour as this is the object of the teachers’ faith. Jesus 

represents this dynamic, and when this remains the lens for a storied faith, 

Christianity retains its inclusiveness: 

 

Stranger to neighbour, 

Jesus represents God’s desire,  

faith demystified. 

 

Narrative 6: Welcoming the White Stranger: 

 

At the end of this theme’s discussion, there are two Afriku. The first reflects the 

consistent responses to a deductive research question: In your experience, is there 

a difference between how Ugandan and White Christians express their faith? 

 

The second poem responded to a limited but intimate reaction that resonated with 

the totality of my Ugandan experiences. In the Talking Circle, the participants 

confirmed the aspiration of the community to help move White strangers to 

neighbours. This was represented by the sentiment: “We must always try to help 

you understand us” (Participant 1). I will discuss the poem’s themes separately, but 

pay more attention to the first as more consistent empirical data informs it.   

 

When we finished crafting the first of these poems, acknowledging laughter greeted 

the opening line when we read it together. In the face-to-face interviews, the 

tendency of White people to rationalise and remove imprecision was a consistent 

leitmotif. The teachers did not always express this in precise terms. For example, 

Whiteness results in: 

 

• The brevity of conversations: “You do not spend time just talking about 

everyday things as we do” (Participant 1),  
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• The short time spent in church: “For us, we can spend all day in church, but you 

only like to be there for one hour [local church] and then want to go home” 

(Participant 4),  

• The lack of importance given to Christian festivals, which in Uganda are 

essential community events: “You do not see Easter as different to a normal 

Sunday, but for us, it means so much” (Participant 5).  

 

Whiteness has a relationship with the philosophy whereby time is a material asset 

(Mbiti, 1969, 16), but further attributes were assigned to White patterns. 

Affirmatively, some concluded that a rational approach to faith suggested 

assurance: “Whites, in my experience, discuss faith in ways that encourage others to 

join in” (Participant 3). This conviction and openness contrasted with local church 

leaders who adopted a more authoritative demeanour reflective of the role their 

position traditionally dictates: 

 

Someone asked them why they spoke arrogantly when Jesus was 

understanding and polite. They responded that if they preached  

politely, people would not listen, but if we are abusing or arrogant,  

they might be attentive (Participant 6).   

 

We like it when you run those trainings and let us write on paper  

the questions or thoughts we have, because we then share  

interesting things (Participant 8). 

 

The teachers consistently compared their positive experiences of White Christians 

with local church leaders instead of lay Ugandan believers: “You try and speak in a 

friendly way, but our leaders say things that sometimes upset us” (Participant 1). 

The more natural comparison would be with the latter group because the White 

people they met resided in the Christian NGO sector rather than holding ecclesial 

office. As such, White missionaries' status can interrupt the Indigenous hierarchy; 

we must recognise and resist this pattern.  
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Reflecting on this tendency, when I arrive in the community, I routinely contact the 

local pastor and ask him if he wants me to teach in his church. Such requests are, 

without exception, met affirmatively and result from a long-term relationship. This 

raises questions of privilege and power, particularly as the pastor also carries out 

occasional contracted on-site works at WTA. Their church may feel a cultural 

obligation to accept my preaching as an act of neighbourliness, or potentially, its 

receipt could be transactionally considered. This complicates the relationship 

(Benner, 2021, 166-174). Listening to the participants means my practice in the area 

must be reconsidered. Post-research, I will speak to the school’s Director concerning 

this and take his lead.   

 

A further perception of White Christians is that they have a more reflective faith. 

This observation arises from cultural differences, construing White people’s less 

enthusiastic praise as thoughtfulness. As Participant 10 reflects:  

 

I see that you [White people] like to sit and listen, I have even seen  

you take notes, but you do not praise Jesus like we do. [] We like  

seeing you in our church, but sometimes you do not look happy. We 

experience the Holy Spirit, we are excited that Jesus is there.[] You  

like to only think about the Word. 

 

My experience of White Christians in Ugandan churches is that such impassivity 

results from reservedness or challenges to White normative practice. For example, 

the perceived lack of church service structure and exuberant charism challenge 

their ideas of ecclesial precision.  

 

WMT is rational, preferring individualistic worship patterns that prioritise biblical 

preaching and order. This contrasts with a Ugandan “emotional arena” where, 

although the Bible’s importance endures, it results in enthusiastic reception 

(Cummins & Stille, 2021, 16). Scripture retains custody in matters of faith in the 

Ugandan churches located around WTA, although the non-reflexive White observer 

may miss this subtlety. 
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In response to this difference, Kwame Bediako (1989, 52-68) brings together 

theologians from the non-Western world with a call to “unhinge the word 

evangelicals from its [White] institutional posts”. It recognises that the White 

Evangelism that forms the bedrock of its mission in Africa are part of a conceptual, 

not an experienced religion. Archbishop Desmond Tutu (1970, 366) wrote 

personally of this: 

 

“The White man’s religion was hardly touching the depth of this 

African soul; he was redeemed from sins he did not believe he had 

committed; he was being given answers, and often splendid  

answers, to questions he had not asked”. 

 

What is recognisable from Archbishop Tutu’s sentiment is that Ugandans seek to 

convey their own “deeper expression of faith” informed by a tumultuous historical 

present (Opongo, 2011, 97). It does not appear through these stories to be about 

the colonialism–postcolonialism binary. They account for their recent history and 

confront it with hope (Odozor, 2011, ‘Conclusion,’ Para 3).   

 

However, I must recognise again colonialism’s continual fracturing pattern in the 

postcolonial. Through my complex Ugandan story, I see the unharmonic truth (p. 68) 

of WMT. Colonialism is cleansed of violence by White history through the stories of 

missionary endeavour: schools, hospitals and orphanages (Katongole, 2011, 14). 

Concerning the latter, it was not a missional priority to investigate why there were 

orphans or injured civilians (2011, 15). This resulted in a documented ahistorical 

innocence, very different from the historical folklore (2014, 13).  

 

The thin ‘separation’ of missionary and colonialist endeavour produced a pattern 

that continues to the postcolonial present; the Church without a distinctive voice 

(2014, 41). At a micro level, this history and ecclesial position do not reveal 

themselves obviously in small communities. However, Katongole contends that this 

political silence, a colonial pattern that changed tribal societies, has left the Church 

on the margins (11).  



 

187 
 

What observably remains from the colonial period is education, medicine, 

infrastructure, and the written word. Muzorewa’s (1987, 21) commentary that, if it 

were not for White missionaries, there would be no written African theology implies 

that WMT must uphold its importance for Africans. It must achieve this while not 

dictating its use, interpretation, or modes of communication. Specifically, it must 

disassociate itself from the narrative that the written and translated biblical project 

was a positive attribute of colonialism and its subsequent missionary endeavours. 

There was only a “thin line between their subjugating intent” (1987, 24).  

 

WMT has forgotten this connection due to a calculated breaking of its memory 

chain. Its surreptitious colonialism enables practices to continue because it 

separates itself from its past. This contrasts with Uganda’s use of its past to make 

sense of and improve its present (See East African Revival p. 152). WMT begins in a 

neocolonial present, examining how it once again saves Africa. 

 

This research identifies that White testimonies impoverish story theology when told 

without mediation in cultures not their own. The White domestic experience, in 

which they can see God’s relational activity, is lost when told to Christians from 

different contexts. Participant 4 reflected that: 

 

White people come with their emotional stories, which are  

important to them, but they do not mean anything to us. []  

Our experiences are very different; we do not have time to  

worry about feelings, as our problems are real (practical).  

 

White missionaries must first understand the culture where they work. They do this 

by listening to Indigenous stories long before explaining the context and 

epistemology from which they speak. In this vein, Participant 2 asked: "Do you have 

culture?” I responded to this question by explaining the cultural differences even 

within a small country like the UK. Nonetheless, it was revealing that despite the 

duration of our relationship, I am not known in the same way the community has 

revealed itself to me.  
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I noted in my journal afterwards that because of its normativity, the White 

missionary community “underestimates the importance to Ugandans of habituating 

their communities vulnerably”. Participant 7 articulated that, from their experience, 

which had more contacts with White Christians than the other participants, we 

should:  

 

Spend more time in people’s homes, talking and sharing stories  

about life and family, so we can learn more about each other. []  

You should go to Ugandan churches and ask questions about what  

is happening.   

 

My journal entry captured what participants identified as errors or confusion in 

Western culture, which they understand its theology replicates. They are perturbed 

that Christians are a minority group in the UK, considering the observable levels of 

their missionary activity in Uganda. The majority of comments related to errors in 

White Christianity focused on their consumption of alcohol because:  

 

The story of Samson losing his power (Judg. 16:4-30) shows that the 

righteous should not drink because it could easily lead to temptation 

(Participant 4).  

 

In the short discourse where Samson loses his strength, there is no mention of 

alcohol. This story locates itself in a broader narrative, which identifies a culture of 

drunkenness (Judg. 16:25). Drama and paintings portray Samson as having too 

much wine as part of his general disobedience of God (Andrew, 2018). The 

participants demonstrated that their search for cultural meaning in the text is more 

important for social cohesion than exactness. 

 

Interestingly, Participant 4 has no first-hand experience with White people apart 

from those associated with ServeDirect. We never consume alcohol in front of the 

WTA community, so they are accessing anecdotal knowledge. Their relatable 

experience is Ugandan, which suffers significant societal issues resulting from 
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alcoholism: “It is a big problem, I even see Priests drinking and then telling us not to 

do this on Sunday” (Participant 1).  

 

Therefore, Ugandan culture illuminates this scriptural narrative to reflect its context. 

Their story theology provides an accurate societal reflection when it is given time to 

develop into a hermeneutical resource (Ela, 1980/86, 8).   

 

It is not appropriate for me to disrupt their inculturated theology by validating the 

potential for the safe consumption of alcohol. Experience in Uganda’s rural 

communities recognises its potential to harm (Nalwadda et al., 2018). The teachers 

did not see their faith as giving immunity to this risk. Instead, exposure can impact 

their testimony, reflecting the concern of withstanding temptation:  

 

If I am around such people [consuming alcohol], I will adopt what  

they are doing (Participant 5). 

 

Irrespective of differences, the teachers’ experiences of White Christians are 

overwhelmingly positive. This is not only because of perceived theological acumen 

but also its practices. These observably make a material difference to Ugandan 

communities, despite their tolerance of alcohol: “My knowledge of White people is 

that they come to help us” (Participant 9).  

 

I am welcome, as are all White people associated with ServeDirect. To progress from 

stranger to neighbourliness, missional communities must find theological models 

that recognise and help bridge cultural gaps. Developing a poetic method at the 

community’s request reflects this new emphasis in my practice.  

 

The first Afriku “logical Whiteness” reflects how White Christianity is observed. The 

concern is that its theology prioritises Jesus as an intellectual subject instead of a 

present reality. For Ugandans, this is a misdirection.  
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The second is the journey to be taken as we imagine how we can reach across 

differences. Storied theology achieves this when it comes from an anti-colonial 

desire to relinquish power and understand cultural differences. Parables provide 

a means for progressing this intent. After reading the poems, this introduces the 

next theme.   

 

Logical Whiteness, 

imposing efficiency, 

the logos silenced. 

 

 

The stranger’s welcome, 

hands across differences, 

Black and White reaching. 

 

Narrative 7: Parables:  

 

An anti-colonial reading of the Bible must be illuminated by culture because 

Scripture was not intended to restrict revelation (Pinnock, 1990, 171). The use of 

parables illustrates this narrative assertion because they confront epistemologies, 

"making us vulnerable to God" and relatable to each other (Crossan, 1988, 56). I 

hear the use of Jesus’ parables frequently in local theological discourse. 

 

Parables are profoundly disorienting. They oppose conventions, deconstruct 

certainty and defy all forms of “idolatry and absolutism” (McFague, 1982, 47 & 

Crossan, 1988, 42). They use non-religious language and do not make assumptions 

about beliefs (1982, 49). This instigates inquiry and self-reflection (1982, 49). 

Parables are places for dialogue where people of difference can reach across 

divides.  

 

Conversely, exactitude can result in precise hermeneutical claims. Martin Luther’s 

defence of his addition of the word ‘alone’ to Romans 3:28 provides an example of 
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this. The ‘correction’ challenged the theological credibility of the Bible’s book of 

James (Demaria, 2016, & Richard, March 1 2022, 3-10). This apparent aside actually 

speaks to a central aim of the thesis. Whereas teachers’ narratives produce 

Indigenous Christian knowledge, attempting to align them with cohering 

propositions negates their contextual meaning. The result is Indigenous theological 

revision.  

 

I asked participants which Bible passages spoke to their experience. They frequently 

responded with an apology for not having sufficient command whereby they could 

recite details verbatim and quote chapter and verse: “Sorry, I do not know the Bible 

very well” (Participant 8). However, they demonstrated a confident knowledge of 

scriptural stories and where they fit within the wider narrative. Aside from a rare 

excursion into the books of Proverbs and Psalms in what is commonly but 

unhelpfully called the Old Testament43, most referred to the gospel accounts. In 

particular, the sayings of Jesus:  

 

My favourite parts of the Bible are where you see Jesus talking to  

people and teaching them. [] I like those parables because they make  

you think about faith. Sometimes, when I read them, I think they  

are saying something different than before. You are learning from  

them. (Participant 8) 

 

I imagine Jesus talking to me, and it is like hearing it for the first time.  

[] The best one is the mustard seed, as it talks about my life and how  

we should be humble. (Participant 1) 

 

When connecting the parables of Jesus to their lives, the short story about a 

mustard seed was prominent (Mark 4:30-32). As it holds such significance, I have 

included Jesus’ answer to his rhetorical question for reference: 

 
43 For Judaism the Hebrew Bible is neither old (obsolete) nor replaced by the New Testament. For 
the Christian, it negates the concept of God’s ongoing revelation (Somervill, 2019). 
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“What shall we say God’s Kingdom is like? [] It is like a grain of 

mustard seed. When it is sown on the ground, it is the smallest of  

all the seeds on the earth. But when it grows, it springs up and 

becomes the biggest of all shrubs. It grows large branches, so  

that ‘the birds of the air make their nests within its shade”  

(Wright, Kingdom New Testament, 2011, Mark 4: 30-32) 

 

The teachers identified personally with this parable, recognising themselves as 

mustard seeds. This self-reflective interpretation has a unique quality. It does not 

align with the prominent White conservative patterns that concentrate on the 

growth of God’s Kingdom on earth44 (e.g. Long, 2021 & Erickson, 1991, 443). A 

question of orthodoxy and the relatability of the teachers’ hermeneutic needs 

answering.  

 

It is impracticable to discuss in detail the range of White interpretations of this 

parable in this thesis. As a research objective is finding connecting points with WMT, 

I will provide an overview. Without doing this, I would leave the Ugandan 

contribution isolated and exposed to claims of Christian non-conformity.  

 

In WMT, there are two directions of interpretation, coalescing with Levine’s (2014, 

166f) observations of the approaches used by evangelical theologians. The first 

transforms from a small and seemingly insignificant seed to a large and 

accommodating plant (2014, 166f). This growth does not refer to the natural 

process. It is the leitmotif of God’s plan to bring restoration between the human and 

divine through the miraculous fruition of his Kingdom on earth (Dan. 2:31-33, cf. 

Mark 1:14-15). The growth motif may also refer to the development of one’s faith or 

the increase in the size and influence of the Church. In addition, it could represent 

societal change, whereby the impoverished and subjugated receive increasing 

justice through the Church.  

 

 
44 This aligns with the literature review concerning exegesis with inculturation theology (p.45) 
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The second position adopts the paradigm of prophetic warning. The increase is not 

the descriptive intent but the “symbolic imagery” of the parable’s elements (Levine, 

2014, 168f). The mustard seed is an invasive weed spreading through the garden, 

supplanting everything that opposes the gospel. The interpretation of the bird 

imagery can identify them as a social corrective in the new Kingdom, humbling the 

wealthy and uplifting the poor (Reid, 2001, 106).  

 

Neither of these interpretive devices considers placing the individual’s experience at 

its centre and showing how this expresses itself. There is a newness in their 

inculturated interpretation. The mustard seed parable stands “against the 

triumphalism of White mission” (Ingleby, 2010, 5). 

 

The teachers interpreted the “smallness” of the mustard seed as humility. They 

identify with this metaphor because they, too, “had humble beginnings” (Participant 

3). As teachers, they continued this self-identification. They are now in a “humble 

profession” (Participant 6) whilst also representing the parable’s tree branch 

metaphor. Through their employment, they are “now in positions to help others” 

(Participant 9).  

 

The spiritual dimension is never far from how the teachers understand their faith. 

This parable is about the community advancing in the present rather than 

representing an eschatological future. They do not dismiss the promised eventual 

renewal of heaven and earth (Isa. 66:22 & 2 Pet. 3:13). But the gospels give neither 

excuse for contemporaneous “unbelief” nor “not being involved” (Participant 7). In 

this vein, Participant 5 identified themselves as:  

 

A single branch of the mustard tree, where students can shelter. [] I  

let them know they are safe and that WTA is a good place. I want  

them to feel like this is a good home. [] The place from where they are  

coming from is often very difficult. 
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This practical theology arises when the parabolic interpretation attends to present 

contexts. This provides a more neighbourly telos than the future to which such 

actions point. Illuminating their humility, the mustard seed represents small actions 

that can achieve great things (Levine, 2014, 182). The Kingdom of God presents 

itself whenever people “do what is fair and just, [] are compassionate and loyal [] 

and take God seriously” (Mic. 6:8).  

 

For the participants, their transformation does not coincide with a new status. They 

move from humble beginnings to a humble profession:  

 

When I was growing up, we lived in a poor house, and life was  

difficult. Now that I am a teacher at WTA, I see students who are in  

the same situation. [] Teaching is a humble profession because it  

helps students in their lives. [] I have a simple house, but I am  

grateful to God because he has given me so much (Participant 10).   

 

The result of the teachers’ modest formation results in orthopraxy. Using the 

reverse hermeneutical method, they see their life as an inculturated parable. They 

hold their lives up to Jesus’ teachings and find that they echo their experiences. The 

Afriku reflects this hermeneutic: 

 

Humble beginnings,  

mustard seed to a Kingdom’s branch, 

parable’s echo. 

 

Narrative 8: Teaching, a calling and gift: 

 

The previous Afriku represented the importance of their modest vocation in the 

teachers’ living Christian apologetics. Not one participant considered their job as 

only a profession. It is a Christian vocation and an act of God’s grace towards them. 

As Participant 2 passionately spoke:  
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Yes, it is working for God. [] Students come to me thinking their  

problem is too big. [] We talk and talk, and then I bring in God, and  

we find an answer together.  

 

Correspondingly, Participant 10 identified that within the context of the complex 

familial realities accompanying the student's consciousness to the school:  

 

I tell them that I understand their problems and how God helped  

me with my similar experiences. It is an important part of my job  

as it is teaching about life and faith. 

 

A classroom is a place of pastoral ministry where the teacher exhibits divine-human 

collaboration. They understand this as a prerequisite for communicating a Christian 

rationale to the school community. Their ‘miraculous’ story starts with the provision 

of their formative education and training. It continues through the furnishing of a 

school community in which they can live and teach. This displays to them God’s 

constancy. The presence of ServeDirect is considered part of this paradigm: “God 

brought you to us” (Participant 3).  

 

The teachers’ fidelity expresses itself through identifying their vocation “as a gift 

and ministry” and treating it as such (Participant 6). This reciprocity reflects the 

example within their atonement model. It mimics the relational mysticism of 

personal and ethical fellowship rather than doctrinal belief (Ladd, 1974, 278). 

 

God prepared them for their calling through their past experiences. As students, 

they too were concerned about school fees and complex relationships with family 

and community. Typical of this sentiment was expressed by Participant 5:  

 

How can I talk about school fees and God’s provision if I had not  

gone through the same issue?  
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For the postcolonial observer, this Christian pattern raises questions of power 

negotiation. WTA is not a Christian missional school (p. 19), but it does reflect the 

reality that, since colonialism, education and Christianity have been closely 

connected (Maya, ‘origins’, Jan 15, 2023). Although there is a formal separation 

between the Ugandan State and the Church, education and Christian spirituality are 

intertwined in the curriculum, which includes Christian spiritual formation (Basome 

& Venice, 2024, p. 441). Interestingly, this requirement fails to attract the required 

number of appropriately qualified teachers because it is perceived as a ‘lesser’ 

subject in terms of professional development (Maya, Jan 15, 2023).  

 

Since the establishment of British educational hegemony, there have been two 

primary forms of teaching. The formal education undertaken in classrooms fronted 

by White missionaries and the traditional narrative education by elders through 

proverbs, storytelling and tribal wisdom (Basome and Venice, 2024, 441). Through 

my everyday interactions with staff, I observe that their volitional pastoral 

relationships with students reflect this second traditional paradigm, acting as elders 

in this new community.  

 

Commonly, the teachers said they took every opportunity to act pastorally towards 

students and seek to talk about faith (Talking Circle). For one, the advantage 

afforded by the size of the student and staff population meant they could “reach 

many more people” (Participant 9) with their embodied gospel. This outweighed 

post-COVID concerns about class sizes and the related pressures on the existing 

infrastructure.  

 

This relational faith is the bedrock of their teaching practice. Nagahara (2009, 76) 

identifies this as imbuing “hope, grace and hospitality”. Therefore, the first steps in 

vocational discernment require a self-reflective process whereby one identifies their 

core attributes (2009, 77). This ‘privilege’ was not part of the teachers’ stories. The 

writer speaks to an environment where many career choices exist, which is not the 

case in Uganda. This contextually invalidates such forensic vocational deliberation, 

but not reflexivity's importance.  
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The lack of alternative opportunities does not diminish the sense of calling. It 

remains founded on a conviction born in the complexities of poverty. These 

continue to present themselves in the students' stories. As a result, the teachers 

commit themselves to education “because it is the hope of our nation’s future” 

(Participant 3).  

 

I observed the outworkings of this resolve from my first introduction to the WTA 

community. When I spoke in the Talking Circle, I explained that the educational 

environment at WTA was holistically more productive than the one I had 

experienced. I was acknowledging not only their competence and drive but above 

all their continual faithfulness. Such allegiance produces liberative hope for those 

living in their complex, marginalising worlds. The Afriku represents calling, the 

theological validity of experience and how this moves from lament to hope. 

 

Sacred vocation, 

chalk dust, books, patience, wisdom, 

better tomorrows. 

 

Conclusion 

The teachers' stories in isolation give insight into their everyday theological 

priorities and concerns. Setting them in Uganda’s historical and contextual context 

as a way of a thick description (p. 45) endows them with an interpretive role 

(Younas et al., 20023, 1f). Locating their stories within their colonialist epoch and 

postcolonial violence provides a deep understanding and nuanced account of their 

generational and societal impact.  

 

This affords the storytellers’ accounts greater clarity, broader applicability and 

research transferability (2023, 2-4). There is an unconscious voice now disclosed. As 

a theologian-researcher, I had to find a balance between listening for a story whilst 

not imposing an external narrative onto it to suit external readers.  My situated 

experience ultimately provided a lens to help with this cause. 
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These poems have cross-cultural, theological relatability. They are born from 

testimonial experience that witnesses the ordinary miraculous of the Christian life. 

Spirituality imbues this faith instead of theory. This synergy with practice speaks to 

the spiritual milieu of Ugandan communities where traditional African theology and 

inculturated Christianity reside.  

 

The Afriku convey the premise that sensory knowledge is more critical to Ugandans 

than precise biblical exegesis. The former speaks to and from culture. The mango 

tree as a sacred place, and the importance of the mustard seed parable goes to the 

core of what the church and theology should be. Contrastingly, pastors seek to 

build up their ‘church’ by controlling the Christian story through ecclesial 

structures.  

 

The poems reflect numerous component findings. Practical theodicies that require 

faithful perseverance and the importance of community belonging to achieve these 

are preeminent. As such, the teachers’ lived theology is a metaphorical “fifth 

gospel”(p. 143) that reflects the parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk 10: 25-37). It 

concerns doing good to address the lamentable (Healey & Sybertz, 152& 186).  

 

This reflects the courage of the participants' story-sharing as they took their 

experience from lament to hope. Katongole (2017, x11 & 19) observes that in his 

interactions with ordinary believers, the meaning of lament is to make stories of 

hurt, sacred. It achieves this through a violent and participatory theology that brings 

hope to individuals and communities.  

 

Concerning hospitality and liberation. Although it is possible to remain a stranger, 

this position is culturally and theologically alien to Ugandans. It is much better to 

work towards neighbourliness, accepting that this can be done whilst differences 

remain. From a White missional perspective, to be part of this conversation 

requires listening with a radical openness to Indigenous communities and oneself.  
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From that, theological practice is the willingness to participate in complex 

interactions. The methods adopted in this research confirm that reflexivity and 

theological reflection are commensurate with liberative research. I now advance 

these findings, using them to identify implications for the thesis’ dialogue partners.  
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CHAPTER THREE EMPIRICAL FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 2. 

This section discusses the implications of the teachers’ narratives for the theologies 

discussed in the literature review. I approach this modestly, not because I doubt the 

research’s integrity. However, limited empirical data inform my claims. I have 

quoted extensively from the participants' personal stories; now, I use the fluid 

conversations from the Talking Circle that flowed through the Afriku discussions and 

my Ugandan observations, specifically those of this community. 

 

My practice and WMT 

I discuss the findings’ significance to my practice in the same space as that of WMT. 

If I distanced myself, I would join the negation of colonialism’s continuity rather than 

owning it as a White son of empire and seeking methodologies to confront it. 

Presently, WMT exists as a “by-product of colonial Christianity” and “presumes to 

speak for and about others” (Beaudoin & Turpin, 2014, 254). 

 

The criticality of listening, context, and storied theology to enlighten an anti-

colonialist position has moved from theory to practice. I intentionally place listening 

first in this chronology as it needs greater intention due to its revelatory nature. 

Attentiveness confronts the false security found in White epistemology. It makes us 

vulnerable to God and the communities in which our practices reside. It provides 

the reflexive theologian with varied hermeneutical lenses (Stewart & Leggatt, 2018, 

35).  

 

White missionaries fail to intentionally engage with Ugandan cultures because of 

their epistemological assuredness and the superficiality of their spiritual egality45 

(Reddie, 2014, 19 & Katongole, 2011, 33). Instead of cultural engagement, the 

White missionary asks Ugandans to engage with Western theological questions 

(Jennings, 2010, I50).  

  

 

 
45 See pages 27 and 55 for the tripartite paradigms of Anthony Reddie and Emmanuel Katongole. 
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Listening 

Whether deliberate or unconscious, inattentiveness is a subjugating attribute. It 

dismisses the values of the Indigenous experience (Bohler-Muller, 2002, 186-91). To 

include the unconscious nature in this discussion is apt. It emanates from 

inadvertently remaining a community bystander due to White missional 

precedence.  

 

This is a contemporary racist form, preventing the potential of mutual belonging 

and “embrace [and] make familiar one who is not” (Jennings, 2010, 6). To achieve 

this requires a conversion in missionary praxis towards an “empirical understanding 

of culture” (Bevans & Schroeder, 2011, 93) and away from using colonial terms such 

as “conquering [Uganda] for Christ” (Lonergan, 1972, xi).  

 

Postcolonial theology resists dominant Christian missional forms as it practices 

“hybridisation”, which does not leave the past unattended but responds to the 

question “What must we do now? (Heaney, 2019, 1f). We decided to listen for 

stories’ interconnections and meaning was the way to do this instead of writing 

precise accounts, which can become documents of misrepresentation and cultural 

“barbarism” (Ingleby, 2010, 58).  

 

In the Talking Circle, this listening attitude or White aversion to it46 became related 

to time and how White people allocate it as a commodity instead of a gift. This 

identifies the importance of context and how White priorities can cause cultural 

disorientation within Indigenous communities, pointing to this phenomenon, 

participants commented:  

 

It is true, you are more focused on time than us, even when outside  

(not during work hours). We are interested in what is happening  

around us. 

 
46 I noted in my journal that although I was not personally identified, I know this has been a personal 
missional characteristic. 
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When we are attending somewhere, our focus is on that place  

and being with people. We do not care about the time,  

because we are where God wants us to be.  

 

You are interested in how long meetings will take, but  

sometimes we have a lot to say, but do not have the time. 

 

We feel pressure when you set time limits and then look at your  

watches [] Yes or your phones! 

 

We progress things slowly, that is true, but you want to make  

changes quickly before we fully understand the problem you  

are raising.  

 

Through listening for the prophetic in the teacher’s testimonies, I see Perkinson’s 

(2004, 177) imagery being invoked. Whiteness is deciphered in “crucible(s) that 

[will] crucify” its presumptions through the education of their senses (2004, 177). 

This formation changes habitual patterns (177). This fracturing is required because 

Whiteness develops within “space(s) of being,” and these spheres are organised into 

comfortable domains that contain their “desires” and binaries of what is good and 

bad (178). The Western sense of time is one such binary. It is mechanical, looking to 

the future and fascinated by methods to predict and control events (Hamminga, 

2010, 2).  

 

Missionary organisations remain in this sphere, seeing their timelines and strategies 

as a panacea for success. Ugandan time is “emotional”, flowing from the present to 

the past (2010, 2). They are less interested in controlling the future, but content to 

wait for it to reveal itself. Experientially, this binary results in cultural estrangement 

as ‘success’ is measured by delivering to a missionary plan instead of community 

participation and harmony.  
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My listening practice has taken time to develop, and the research has accelerated 

this evolution. I argue that listening for revelatory meaning beyond specific prose is 

the only way to bridge differences. Context changes what words reveal about 

communities. This takes time; therefore, our permission to work cross-culturally 

depends on our long-term commitment (Goto, 2018, 192). Authentic 

postcolonialism moves at the pace of Indigenous communities.  

 

This restraint confronts the often shallow neighbourliness of short-term missionary 

pursuits, where my Ugandan journey started (Baker, August 6, 2020). Their 

anticolonial viability is questioned because experientially, they are devoid of 

reflexive intent. This needs time to be sufficiently informed by the communities in 

which they work.  

 

In theological creation, listening means continuously standing in neighbourliness 

with storytellers and seeking alternative worlds (Whitmore, 2019, 35-37). WMT 

must move from its salvatory direction informed by White history to one that starts 

with creative cognisance of the ‘other’ (Veling, 2005, 204). That stated, calls for 

universal cessation of White missional activity (Baker, August 6, 2020) are not 

autonomously the means of liberation for Indigenous people. Their stories will 

remain unheard, and it is not the call of ACT.   

 

Hence, WMT must learn to measure success differently, not by programmes but by 

spiritual presence (Bevans & Schroeder, 2011, 35-38). This pattern concerns 

understanding and replicating Jesus’ method, which, referring to Charles de 

Foucauld’s approach in Algeria, meant proceeding slowly, gently, and through 

cultural immersion, making friends and not conversions (2011, 36). This approach is 

not beholden to time.  

 

Ultimately, neighbourliness does not come through applied theory as cultures are 

not contained in books. They are experienced through observation, invited and are 

“listening orientated rather than speaker orientated” (Schreiter, 1985, 112f).   
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Theological liberation of missional communities 

Bevans & Schroeder (2011, 146) argue for a connectivity between mission and 

evangelism. In this form, evangelism focuses on holistic liberation; therefore, it 

includes a commitment to human development and social justice (2011, 146). It 

must not be reduced to political, economic or social contentment as the gospel of 

Christ is the “source of humanity’s deepest liberation (147).  

 

Together, we must find culturally motivated methods to move us incrementally from 

estrangement to neighbourliness. For the White missionary, the litmus test is when 

our voice sounds as assured speaking to Indigenous communities as it does when 

located domestically; it demands self-attentiveness. By implication, there must be a 

process of individual and collective reflexivity before conceiving any mission activity. 

Without such practice, any endeavour can become egotistical, racist, and even 

directly harmful (Baker, August 6, 2020).  

 

In addition to an abiding commitment (Goto, 2018, 192), justification for White 

activity in Uganda follows the invitation to join an intercultural fellowship. Working 

collaboratively to mitigate those areas that subjugate communities. This results in 

living the fifth gospel together. This alliance, which is a meld of liberation and 

community, rejects the “binary logic of oppressor versus oppressed” as the 

subjugated are without identity if there is no persecutor (Lee, 2018, 224). Martin 

Luther King, Jr (1967/2010, 159) stated it this way: 

 

A true alliance is based upon some self-interest of each  

component group and a common interest into which they  

emerge. 

 

This interrelational hermeneutic replaces any conversionism strategy with a 

Ugandan-led participatory lived soteriology. Ugandans must determine their 

communities' theological priorities because that is where they encounter the 

ordinary-miraculous. How they relate to God must also be the White missional 

focus. The call to mutual understanding, summed up in the words “that we must 
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try”, on reflection, is more than a factual statement. It is an invitation to join that 

collaboration. This marks a practical evolution in my understanding of the missional 

community. The participants’ stories provide a lens and a filter to the literature. I 

now read it with a "rainbow-hued understanding” (Haney, 1998, 2).  My self-

interest is ‘served’ by this new revelation. 

 

The first step in this transformation acknowledges that what WMT currently 

professes as neighbourliness is not kenotic. The power embedded in Whiteness 

remains unattended. Purposefully addressing this requires divestment of privilege. 

The community’s theology was markedly different from WMT. Therefore, this self-

emptying must include confronting the power of formal theology that moves 

decontextualised across borders (Jennings, 2010, 72).  

 

Kenosis can be reimagined from its White exegesis into an Ubuntu missiology that 

melds Ubuntu, African epistemologies with biblical concepts (Ramirez–Johnson & 

Sechrest, 2018, 20). Ubuntu’s ‘unifying vision’ (p. 147) interrelates with Kenosis and 

together offers a response to White normative superiority (2018, 115). Kenosis 

encompasses the notion of laying aside power and status to become a fully 

relational human (116).  

 

Concerning Ubuntu, the value of the human spirit resides in the reality of being 

created in God’s image (2018, 116). Thus, Kenosis invites us to empty ourselves of 

prejudices in exchange for identity and interconnectedness. Ubuntu also relates to 

kenosis because of the central role in African communities of “agreement, 

consensus and mutuality” (117). Under the guidance of elders, these are formed 

after lengthy discussions in the quest for harmony (117).  

 

This research shows that White Christians wanting to incarnate Christ in Uganda 

must not determine theological hermeneutics but search for intersections. Seeking 

such an alliance requires the rejection of one’s will. After all, colonialism is the 

“empire within” (Reddie, July 11, 2022, “embodiment”, BIAPT conference) as much 

as it is organisational. I encouraged discussion in this area: 
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It is good that you ask us about the problems we are facing and  

try and understand them, and then help us. 

 

We like it when teams come at exam times to help the students  

who have no classes. Before people came, but we did not know  

what they were doing.   

 

There were other things they could help with, but they were  

busy doing your (ServeDirect) work. 

 

Correctly directed, Ubuntu-kinetic missiology compels us to reveal ourselves to 

others because it is a requirement of a consensus-building ethic (Ramirez–Johnson 

& Sechrest, 2018, 118).  Whites must not reverse this by veiling themselves behind 

biblical normalcy (Akinade & Clarke, 2018, 117-119). The research indicates that 

constructing a sacred environment that celebrates all the voices speaking in a 

particular context develops radical local theologies (Grenz & Franke, 2001, 23-25).  

 

Such contexts use the Bible as a discursive source for faith instead of a treatise used 

to defend a particular position. It moves “beyond foundationalism”, seeking the 

pragmatism of “familial resemblance” (Grenz & Franke, 2001, 29 & 21). WMT must 

accept that their formational environments are so well-resourced with Bible 

commentaries, music and worship patterns that it unconsciously impedes 

inclusivity.  

 

Adaptive epistemology 

The research recognises that White missionaries’ orthodoxy needs a significant shift 

in their theological imagination.  

 

Contextual knowledge is insufficient for understanding Indigenous theologies if 

there is an “epistemology of ignorance”. This is unveiled when the importance of 

how communities make sense of their world is negated (Spencer et al., 2016, 15). At 

face value, the differences between Ugandan and White Christian attitudes towards 
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alcohol may be construed as reflecting Ugandan Christian ethics. However, the story 

is much more complex. It started as an effect of White missionary conversionism. It 

became theologically inculturated as it made sense in light of the historical and 

present impacts of local alcohol production and abuse (Ambler, 23 June 2021).   

 

Achieving epistemological elasticity is critical. Experientially, disruptive voices speak 

to contexts where Black and White work alongside each other. Reductive binary 

discussions concerning the potential for true neighbourliness continue. Whilst 

rejecting universalism, establishing hospitable frameworks such as the use of Afriku-

portraiture can achieve “glocalisation”47 (Roudometof, 2014, 1017-1036). The local 

theology emerging resides within a more comprehensive schema. The evolving 

interfaces develop ‘orthodox’ structures that have elasticity.  

 

At this juncture, I must develop the comment on page eight to describe an orthodox 

criterion that functions dialogically with the local theology constructed from this 

research. In story theology, these orthodox structures are interpretive. They intend 

to develop theological meaning from personal revelation and spiritual expression 

(Evans, 1968, 112 & 127). The first point is that the litmus test for orthodoxy is 

liberation of the teacher’s voices, not “fidelity to an obsolete tradition” (Gutiérrez, 

1974/2001, 28).  

 

However, the problem with the term ‘orthodoxy’ is that it is subjective, 

multifaceted and means different things to different church traditions. I am 

engaging with the teachers’ Christian expressions and adding to this their Ugandan 

experience. Then I seek to make connections with disparate theological voices who 

would also consider their faith orthodox. Therefore, orthodoxy cannot remain static 

and must reach "beyond the clerical paradigm" (Astley, 2002, 156).  

 

In the search for orthodoxy, Astley (156f) argues that it does not mean full 

understanding and allegiance to the doctrines and practices prescribed by 

 
47 Something developed for global use, but adjusted to accomadate local contexts. 
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theologians or a church's hierarchy. It is a more general awareness and acceptance 

of these structures, so they become recognisable rather than precisely understood 

(156f). This is particularly true concerning subjects that are ambiguous in scripture, 

such as consuming alcohol or what constitutes a Christian marriage (156).  

 

My experience of Ugandan village life is that it is the visible and tangible 

commitment to community and one another that identifies husband and wife. The 

wedding ceremony is a community event, so it takes place when financial resources 

allow, sometimes many years later. Ugandans do not define this unorthodox 

practice, although marriage liturgy follows Western patterns (Kampala Archdiocese, 

Marriage).  

 

Expanding this consideration of orthodoxy, questions of sexuality and revised 

biblical understandings have been vociferously debated in the UK. This reveals that 

orthodox beliefs at the ‘folk’ level change over time, reflecting societies’ 

trajectories, biblical hermeneutics, or even practices that become outmoded for no 

particular reason apart from present-day irrelevance (Astley, 2002, 157). This can 

precede the change in formal doctrines. 

 

I observe this abstracted understanding of orthodoxy in my role as a Licensed Lay 

Worker for an Anglican diocese, developing fresh expressions of worship. In the 

licensing ceremony, I gave an oath to work under the authority of the Bishop and 

accepted the Church’s “historic formulations”. I am sufficiently aware that there are 

checks and balances in Canon law and that there’s space for local diversity. I do not 

know in detail the Anglican articles or the ‘qualities’ of the Bishop. I made the 

assent because, on the nature of Christ, and the importance of scripture and 

prayer, there is commonality, not total agreement.  

 

The composition of the church's ancient creeds and conventions, and the 

authorisation of the biblical canon, can be traced and evaluated. These and 

succeeding doctrines are taken for granted. They frame and perhaps regulate the 

practices and theological reflections of the community. They provide continuity to 
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the wider Church tradition, and often across traditions. However, these have 

traditionally come from the “top-down”, which causes divergence between 

statements of faith and everyday practice.  

 

For van der Ven (1993, 109), it is the paucity of empirical research that engenders 

this vacancy, resulting in orthodox criteria being unsuitable and inaccessible to 

ordinary Christians. Such inclusivity was missing from the historical contributions of 

theologians and the ancient-Church hierarchy (Astley, 2002, 156). As this research 

resides within the discipline of practical theology, any discussion of orthodoxy must 

start with community experiences that unveil their priorities and then find 

connections to other Christian patterns. This participative inquiry has started this 

work. 

 

What came to the fore was a peaceful Christology, the pursuit of prayer, the 

narrative use of scripture, practical theodicies, local leaders, neighbourliness and 

the development of faithful communities over individualism. The local theology 

emerging from the research does not form generalisable doctrines, but I argue that 

when I look at the ecumenical versions of the Nicene and Apostles Creed 

(Encyclopedia Brittanica, “creeds”, June 27, 2025) or the PAG statement of faith 

concerning the trinity, deity of Christ and his redemptive work (PAG, Statement of 

Faith, 2025) they are relatable to these orthodox statements.  

 

There was rich diversity in the New Testament Church, without a developed 

orthodoxy, which was the ongoing work of St. Paul and others (Ladd, 1974, 716f). 

However, there was common acceptance of the Jesus tradition as “the basis for 

Christian life and thought”. (1974, 717). Jesus was the reference point with other 

matters decided upon through “loving acceptance” (717). Assuming then, Christ is 

the author of orthodoxy, then how the teachers expressed their faith, I claim, 

reflects orthodox criteria.  

 

The risk of contextual theologies is that they may fail to enhance Christianity and 

potentially compromise it (Bevans, 1999, 17). Isolating the teacher's voice would 
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not be liberating and would prevent the outward-facing contribution of African 

theology. To provide a suitable framework, I must reflect the sentiments of Pope 

Paul VI (1976, #65) that theological expression should engage with cultural and 

social milieux. In doing so, “faith must neither be impaired nor mutilated”(1976, 

#65). The milieu in question is the White missional arena and the traditions of the 

local and national Ugandan Church.  

 

To bring this together, whilst remaining focused on context, I find theological 

alignment with Schrieter's (1985/2015) framework. In “Constructing Local 

Theologies” he provides 5 criteria for deciding theological genuineness, a more 

helpful term than orthodoxy. His criterion is:   

 

1. Inner consistency: An example provided is the Arian Heresy. Arias, a 4th-

century Alexandrian bishop, convincingly argued that Christ was not truly 

divine but created. However, the church came to realise this idea was not 

consistent with the foundational movement of Christianity. If Jesus were not 

divine, then there would be no salvation from sins, as only God can save. 

Consequently, Arias’ theology was unorthodox.  

2. New theology can be translated into genuine worship: Continuing with the 

Arian heresy, Christians prayed to Christ as God, not as a created being. It 

did not fit with the creeds and liturgy of the Church. The teacher’s poems 

are formed from the understanding of Christ’s divinity. 

3. Orthopraxis: “By their fruits, you will know them” (Mt. 7:16). A liberation 

theology that calls for violence against oppressors is not a genuine theology. 

A theology calling for neighbourliness to strangers has this theological 

genuineness. 

4. Open to criticism: The theology emanating from this research is open to 

critique from other theologians so that it can be developed. If closed to 

conversation, how can it speak authentically to the wider church? The 

creeds of the early church likewise developed through dialogue on existing 

practices until a common position was found (Keith, ‘Creeds’ 1997). 
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5. Robustness: If theology can positively contribute to other textual theologies, 

it suggests a genuine, faithful expression. For example, Black liberation and 

feminist theologies uncover areas for theological reflection in historically 

White patriarchal theologies.  

 

I take Schrieter’s model forward to frame the teacher’s motifs because the search is 

for a local sensus fidelium48 or a "theology for all" (van der Ven, 1993, 25f). 

Reflecting on the teachers’ commitment to Afriku portraits, this hybrid provides 

such theological accommodation.  

 

I understand the need for research to speak across cultures, using agreed-upon 

terms. In this inquiry, it meant adaptability as I pursued narrative methods to 

communicate local theological priorities. I started with the qualitative methods I 

was familiar with, but these were too static for the task at hand.  

 

When I framed theological creation with an anticolonial and neighbourly intent, the 

participants and I collaborated. Developing a hybrid portraiture methodology that 

will need continual refinement. As Whitmore (April 6, 2023) conveys in his review 

of Katongole’s work, in Christian research, the Holy Spirit speaks in ways the 

researcher is unprepared for (Whitmore, April 6, 2023). The aim is to respond to 

this whilst having confidence in research theory and practice (2023).  

 

In harmonious communities, the interpretive method for disparate priorities is 

collaborative. Ugandan stories yielded knowledge that transformed my appreciation 

of what constitutes orthodoxy. It replaced the search for theological boundarying, 

recognising that the loci of orthodoxy develop responsively to the performance of 

Christian communities (Schreiter, 1985/2015, 133).  

 

 
48 Sensus fidelium is a Latin phrase meaning the “sense of the faithful”. The concept concerns the 
actual lived out beliefs of the faithful. (Morrow, 2018).   
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This is the hermeneutical principle that now universally equips my Christian 

practice. I am removing any epistemological dualism in my theology. I am no longer 

working in tension, attempting to adapt Whiteness and the ‘self’ to different 

contexts.  

 

Identifying cultural differences does not dismantle harmful structures, whilst 

epistemological naivete remains. Understanding the community’s foundational 

beliefs and traditions, where differences arise, disrupts normativity. These 

observations are complex, and in their essay, Smith (2018, 51) starts their 

examination with a question: “Is mission that is directed towards native peoples 

possible without cultural violence”? 

 

Within their response to this rhetorical question, they refer to the work of Deloria, 

Jr (199, 106) who asserts that it is only achievable if methodologies derive from the 

concerning native worldviews and at the same time western epistemologies are 

deconstructed. This enables the “originations of a synthesis of human knowledge 

and experience (199, 106). I reflect that this thesis has made a start in doing this, 

but more ‘deconstruction’ on my side is required.  

 

Together, we must reverse the cultural shifts in White mission, where the truth 

moved from the “lofty ecclesial heights of Rome and Canterbury” (Akintunde & 

Clarke, 2010, 101) to the ‘disease’ of racial hierarchy. Jennings (2010, 80) describes 

this imbalance as “colonialist theological subjectivity”, where Christian doctrine was 

“reimagined through a White colonial gaze”.  

 

Conde-Frasier (2010, 34) agrees with the racialisation thrust of Renaissance 

epistemology; however, they also argue that this is not as categorical as some 

postcolonial theorists suggest: “Often missionaries defended the rights of the 

peoples they served.” This work happens “beyond the structural purposes of 

colonisation” and it is this epistemological intent that “bears fruit to the work of 

true mission”.  
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It is argued that such ‘true mission’ is trinitarian in nature because God, Creator, Son 

and Holy Spirit are in community and therefore a “ God of diversity within Godself 

(Martell-Otero, 2014, 146). Mission is an incarnational epistemology because God’s 

continual presence in humanity (e.g. Gen 1:2; Ex 3 3-11; Jn 1: 14 & Acts 2:14-36) 

invites us to be part of this community and invite others to join (2014, 64). This 

understanding of God’s presence, embodiment and diversity as imago dei prohibits 

anyone from being “treated like a stranger, a foreign body in any space” (64).  

 

In helping with our postcolonial reconciliation, I reflect that the bible’s privileged 

status in the teacher’s theology helped our theological collaboration. Indigenous 

research identified that local language bible translations result in language that 

“goes beyond a simple paradigm of assimilation” (Smith, 2005, 114-24). When the 

Bible is translated by those with the same epistemologies as the intended readers, 

the “very meaning of the texts changes” (2005, 116). Accordingly, when the 

translation proceeds directly from the original Hebrew and Greek, it provides a 

counternarrative to the translation used by White missionaries instead of imitation 

(118).  

 

WMT must incorporate the reality of epistemological differences in its formative 

pedagogy before missionaries depart for new environments. If not, 

misunderstanding will continue because of a failure to grasp that a community’s 

experiences inform its theological positions. This requires a deliberate theological 

turn from normativity, because experientially this does not occur organically when 

encountering difference. The one with power continues their practice with minor 

cultural adaptations. It is a long and complex journey, which requires ceding the 

assurance of long-held positions built on a significant body of White thought and 

being prepared to become poetic. By this, I mean residing in a theological space of 

expectancy, having a faith that is open to new revelations that bring fuller 

understanding of the neighbour.  

  

This initiates the disruption of current WMT forms.  The story theology constructed 

from Ugandan epistemology is an incremental step in this direction. The 
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contemporary dominance of White theology in storytelling can diminish diversity. 

My next task considers the research implications for this discipline's indigenisation.  

 

Story Theology 

The teachers’ stories prioritised biblical narratives and cultural proverbs over 

propositional statements. This confirmed my methodological assumptions formed 

by Ugandan experiences and focused conversations. Despite White narrative 

theologies being diverse, there is scant Indigenous empirical research supporting 

their relatability to contexts outside Western academia. Indicatively, the six models 

of contextual theology identified by Bevans (1992) in his seminal guide do not 

include a narrative paradigm.  

 

Our narrative methodology identified that stories are inherently contextual and thus 

do not need systemising, which, I argue, concerns Bevan’s work. I privileged the 

authentic nature of unedited autobiographies, which aligned with Western story 

theology’s paradigm. I now venture that this ‘School’ is limited by its lack of non-

White imagination. This reflects early Wittgensteinian thought that “The [White 

academic] world is all that is the case”. This can lead to logical positivism 

(1921/2021, 5 & Avis, 1999, 14). Even stories can oppress, because the one who 

designs the theory for capturing and analysing them retains power over how they 

create knowledge (Tuhiwai Smith, 2021, 42).  

 

Indigenous research methodologies and story theology need synergising (Moon, 

1995, 395f). The research is such a contribution. The progression in Wittgensteinian 

thought in his philosophical investigations (1953/2009, PI 66) provides an impetus 

for this. It defends imprecision as more helpful in the search for meaning than 

exactness (Avis, 1999, 42). There is a synergy available between Ugandan and White 

storytelling that I have captured in this research’s methodology.  

 

The co-constructed approach and the teachers’ stories reflected Uganda’s narrative 

epistemology, whereby they “construct [theological] realities with their words” 

(Belser, 2004, 1). Before colonisation, Uganda had a storytelling tradition that was 
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the means of sharing and transferring cultural memory, which colonialism 

interrupted (Ssentanda & Andema, 2010, 74). Our collaborative approach was 

aligned from the outset. My newly realised socially constructed epistemology 

presented the same narrative privilege. Epistemologies do not always align this way, 

especially as White research draws on an “archive of knowledge and systems” 

(Tuhiwai Smith, 2021, 50) and thus tends towards exclusivity.  

 

A prominent example of this epistemic misalignment is the ‘superiority’ of written 

knowledge in White thought. This position is juxtaposed with those who do not 

want their experiences theorised in ways inconsistent with their traditional 

methods of imparting wisdom (Tuhiwai Smith, 2021, 50). The White theologians 

working in such contexts must write reflexively, asking themselves, “Who is the 

audience I am addressing and what social conditions are informing these beliefs?”  

 

The teachers’ oral storytelling provided greater insight than non-empirical theology 

concerning Ugandans’ faith. Poetry meant that my theological reflections on their 

experiences were not constrained by my hermeneutical perspectives. They were 

given creative life as a community portrait that will be looked at and pondered 

again: [] Yes Phil, that is right, we will see new things and others will think about 

them (Participant 9). 

 

Devoid of this attentiveness, theology becomes a colonial treatise on Indigenous 

cultures that fractures the past from the present. This enables reductive terms such 

as postcolonialism to become nothing more than a semantic implication that veils 

neocolonialist motifs (Holla, 1999).  

 

In Uganda, oral testimonies have greater validity than written ones because 

communities can identify with the cultural descriptors used. In contrast, written 

texts are predisposed to losing contextual relevance and becoming sanitised 

(Tuhiwai Smith, 2021, 39 & 53). Accordingly, aesthetic narratives are more valuable 

to Indigenous communities than prosaic technical literature.  
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The Talking Circle demonstrated that a poetry workshop has greater theological 

relevance to a Ugandan community than the conventions of literary hermeneutics. 

There is freedom for expression when reflecting upon non-literal motifs, with an 

indicative remark being:  

 

These poems capture our stories but also our (Christian) faith,  

not in their words but in their hope.  

 

Furthermore, when spoken in liberative spaces such as under a mango tree, short 

poems are more accessible than attempting to distil prosaic detail:  

 

This is what we Ugandans do [], we learn so much in this way. 

 

The Afriku poems embodied the themes from the teachers’ stories and their 

cultural use of poetry, particularly tribal wisdom sayings. Although I am a practical 

theologian seeking connectivity between autobiography and biblical narratives, the 

research’s unexpected aesthetic direction provided a creative space. Working with 

the participants as a co-researcher and poet reduced the risk of theological 

domestication through my Whiteness. An increasing understanding of inculturated 

Christian practice removed any hesitation whereby the imagination can lead to the 

‘idolatry’ of subjectivity.  

 

This dissidence emphasises the individual, replacing an openness to the world. This 

is an anathema to Ugandan communities (Rumfelt, 2009, 5). In the rational 

conservatism of WMT that informed my earliest Christian formation, the 

imagination is considered more degraded than human reason. It privileges one 

faculty over another (Guite, 2016, 10f). White theology needs a ‘turn’ to creative 

vulnerability so it “stops [them] ignoring things” otherwise it “becomes a bad 

religion” (Williams, 2015, 21).  

 

Idolatry is not an innate feature of the imagination because such divergence only 

presents itself when worshipping an object as a direct representation of God or a 
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means of His dethronement. The egoism of the rational claims of the written word 

can itself be idolatrous and subjugating. Poetry stands against the imposition of 

universality. It acts as a liberative dialogue partner to orthodoxy (Veiling, 2005, 

2017), mediating between “God’s immanence and transcendence” (Guite, 2016, 

14). Christian poetry is an invisible manifestation of where God dwells; it is both 

mystical and prophetic, which are central pursuits of practical theology (Rumfelt, 

2009, 7 & 2005, 204).  

 

Propositional statements were absent from the teachers’ reflections. Poetry 

reflected the aspirational nature of the research findings. The Afriku created 

expectancy, “urging us to open the door to the one who knocks” (Veling 2005, 

201f). In addition, the process of the poems’ composition informed my reflexivity 

because when reading the newly created poetry, those poems also read me (Guite, 

2016, 30).  

 

Poetry is not static but explores many kinds of epistemologies, resulting in prophetic 

imagination. These reflect our experiences as a “purer truth”. They shift 

perspectives, revealing more clearly the “Word made flesh” (Guite, 2016, 16 & Jn 

1:14). As an example, Martin Luther King Jr’s (August 28, 1963) “I Have a Dream” 

speech was not a forensic argument for enacting civil rights legislation, although 

this was its intent. It went beyond argument to imagine a new neighbourly reality 

(Brueggemann, December 22, 2018). This caused a subsequent sea-change in 

dialogue and action.  

 

In contrast, the precision of language patterns was a colonial method for judging 

who was White or was “close to Whiteness”, which is a “disease of our social 

imagination (Akintunde & Clarke, 2010, 104). It prevents searching for God’s fullness 

through intercultural relationships. The methodological direction in this thesis 

explored the teacher’s cultural imagination to access this richness. 

 

My argument finds alignment with Draper’s (2010, 178f) missional emphasis in that 

the collaboration of diverse cultures in achieving authentic postcolonial missiology 
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must be “centred on the particularity of divine revelation” (2010, 178f). This 

reconciliation rejects the normative disposition of Whiteness. Yet I go further, 

arguing that mission as a White pursuit must be resisted. This has implications for 

my practice and every Western NGO operating in Uganda. 

 

The forthtelling and revelatory attributes of the Christian faith are absent from 

WMT’s consciousness. I argue this in the practical result of Reddie’s colour 

blindness49 (2015, 18f) as it avoids what are difficult but necessary discussions on 

race, multiculturism and colonialism and how these tropes have “truncated the 

Christian gospel in WMT (Yong, 2010, 306). In light of this contention, I modestly 

claim that the Afriku-Portraiture method starts the work of articulating a “colourful 

theology and [] postcolonial missionary vision and praxis” (2010, 312). 

 

In the context of this present research, such poetic inspiration took the everyday 

stories of teachers and, through the lens of poetry, revealed more than their initial 

words: 

 

These Afriku talk about what our faith means to us. When I read the 

transcript of my story, I was very happy, because it recorded what I  

said very well. But these poems are different; they are saying  

things about faith that I would like to have said. It makes me think  

about my story again and what I would say.  

 

I learned, through this inquiry, that White missionaries' language must be richer and 

more accommodating than their strident motifs. Lamentably, theological language 

has become the property of the privileged (Oakley, 2016, xxiv). These actions can 

subjugate Indigenous experiences, resulting in a closed theology. WMT must  “resist 

closure” (2016, xxiv). Illustratively, Jesus never explained what his Kingdom is, but 

what it is like. This left space for reflective inquiry and resulted in deeper 

 
49 See page 27 for the discussion the spiritual pattern used by Black theologians that removes colour 
from biblical hermeneutics. 
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understanding (2016, xxvi, & Matt. 13:45). It is another reason to ask the Director 

for their guidance on my work at a particular local church, as I do not want to 

disrupt their current local priorities (p. 185).  

 

Story theology has continued to challenge the latent propositional patterns in my 

practice. Poetry is the next stage of this pilgrimage. I am continuing the search for a 

relational Christian theology that speaks across cultures and ecclesial traditions. 

Western story theology must undertake a similar Indigenous journey. This is not to 

reduce the importance of the biblical text. The research and literature review 

confirm that this is a connecting point between Ugandan local theology and WMT. 

Instead, it can recapture the “ancient unity between the prosaic and prose” (Duriez, 

2001, introduction, x) 

 

Stories and storytelling offer profound insight into the relationship between 

microcosm and macrocosm. In this, an individual and community story encapsulates 

the “characteristics of something bigger and embraces the relationship between the 

familiar and foreign” (Todd, 2018, 160f). This dialogue informs the thesis’s 

relatability telos. Next, I reflect on where the relationship between ACT and the 

teachers’ theology comes together or separates in light of this research. 

 

African Christian Theology 

African Liberation: 

This research did not intend to critique ACT’s positives and negatives from my White 

perspective. There are subject areas that the teachers’ theology illuminates.  

 

Black theology is the dominant source that holds a mirror to Whiteness. I do not 

claim that this modest contribution sheds new light on this, and neither was it a 

primary aim. However, evolving reflexivity has caused it to fracture in my practice, 

by raising my awareness of its surreptitiousness. This knowledge is not constraining 

but liberative. Moreover, concerning WMT and Whiteness, I can now defend my 

assumptive claims empirically.  
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The political arguments of historical Black theology regarding Black and White 

binaries can endanger collaboration where it remains static. This separation ensues 

when its rhetoric is that White Christians will “only approach relationships with 

Black communities with a colonialist agenda” (Reddie, quoting Anon., July 1, 2022, 

“embodiment” BIAPT conference). Hence, they have nothing to contribute to the 

concerted discussion.  

 

Whilst acknowledging this propensity, I have attempted to enter the dialogue, 

seeking to decolonise practice through participation. Being devoid of such an 

invitation to dialogue restricts reconciliatory opportunities. In contrast, the Ugandan 

tradition of welcoming strangers invites ways of relationship that remove division 

whilst recognising physical and cultural differences remain (Reddie, 2008, 20-24). 

There were non-political statements concerning Whiteness in the stories and Talking 

Circle discussions. 

 

The teachers’ welcoming of White strangers and asking them to immerse 

themselves in their community challenges less expansive forms of Black theology. 

The participants’ poetic narrative that this ambition requires intention means that 

such a journey towards neighbourliness cannot be assumed or immediate:  

 

We want people to come, but not only once [] we like them to  

return again and again so we can get to know them and they  

get to know us very well.  

 

This sentiment captures the imperative for continual dialogue between those with 

different epistemologies (King Jr, 1963). The attention I have paid in this thesis to 

reflexivity confirms that I accept that anti-colonialism needs more than the passivity 

of a “negative peace” that fails to confront supremacist structures (King Jr, 1963).  

 

Black theology can also afford a decontextualised position, as Ugandans view 

political motifs suspiciously. Whilst the teachers’ experiences did not specifically 

identify colonialist influences, the research does have constructive things to say 
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about Black theology’s call for reconciliation, grounded in the life of Jesus rather 

than a spiritualised notion of equality (Reddie, 2008, 35-48).  

 

The teachers’ stories overwhelmingly contained themes of the ordinary-miraculous. 

Someone had intervened materially, providing the reciprocal opportunities their 

economic status would otherwise exclude. White mission can also provide these 

possibilities. The research implication for Black theology is that it can be more 

hopeful about the potential of White people to learn from interaction with Black 

people, causing them to become reflexive partners.  

 

I understand this is the intention of South African Black theology that gives voice to 

the struggles of its communities. The hope is that Whites hear it as a source of their 

salvation. This attentive listening could “foster something of the metanoia50 that 

White missionaries came to Africa to teach” (Mosala & Tlhagale, 1986, ix). To 

ponder this dynamic further, I now consider how the research findings speak to 

Africa’s inculturation theology. 

 

African Inculturated Narrative Theology 

The teachers’ theology locates itself within the narrative paradigm of African 

Christianity. Notwithstanding the diversity within this discipline, the research has 

implications for it in three areas. I start with atonement theology, then the 

sacramental quality of testimony, and finish with its Church leadership.  

 

Storied quality of atonement: 

The dominant White atonement models identify Jesus as either the vicarious object 

of divine judgment or a ransom paid to Satan to set humanity free from its captivity 

to sin. These traditionally resourced African Christianity. Two different themes 

imbue the participants' restorative mystery. First, how the supremacy of Christ’s life 

is the believer’s authoritative example and how this action confronts evil. Secondly, 

their atonement theology excluded the notion of divine violence: 

 
50 In the context of this thesis means a change of heart leading to spiritual conversion  
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We like the idea of peaceful subversion (Afriku 1) as there is too  

much argument in the church and violence in the country.  

  

The willing relinquishing of divine power enabled Jesus to become a full member of 

his community. This moved that community’s relationship with God from stranger 

to neighbour (John 3:30). Whereas WMT atonement theology focuses on Christ’s 

death and resurrection, for the teachers, it is “Christ’s commitment to live for 

others” (Brondos, 2006, 42). The Talking Circle articulated this typically as:  

 

Jesus was like a community leader. He spoke for them and then  

instructed them on how to live very well together.  

 

This model ordains them to work for a better future. As a result, they welcome 

anyone who seeks to support this endeavour. This motif provides ServeDirect and 

WMT with an encouraging theology and supportive dynamic to its missional 

permission. This should modify the instinct of the Great Commission calling.  

 

The valuing of atonement passivity also impels the formal theologies of the 

Ugandan Pentecostal Assemblies of God and those denominations deriving from 

Western ecclesial traditions toward inclusivity. The African Church must reject 

exclusive positions, giving space for ordinary African atonement models. Mbiti 

(1986, 158f) asserts these are holistic but prioritise materiality over the spiritual 

(World Evangelical Alliance, Statement of Faith, 2019, cf. Mennonite Church, 1995, 

Article 8, “salvation”). This accommodation is achievable without abandoning 

orthodox beliefs because the Bible’s grand story of atonement does not have a 

single dominant motif (Wright, 2016, 69).  

 

Such a hermeneutical position reflects the renewed interest in precepts that 

remove God from violence toward Christ. In Africa, these focus on the restoration of 

harmony between the sacred and human (Weaver, 2001, Ch2, Jesus’ death as a 

sacrifice, para 8; Brondos, 2006, 22f & Shenk, 1997, 165). Whilst violence remains in 

the passion narrative through humanity's actions towards Christ, the divine's role in 



 

223 
 

defeating this corruption was through peaceful resurrection. Humanity joins with 

this in their lived testimony; the teachers’ stories divulge this understanding (Rev 

12:11 & Weaver, 2001, 34).  

 

Africa’s formal Christianity must develop its atonement models. This is not pursued 

by cultural adaptation of conservative Roman Catholic, Protestant, and Pentecostal 

thought, whilst leaving their core doctrines unmitigated. The research unveiled that 

such accommodation results in the divergence between ordinary and formal 

theologies left unreconciled.  

 

A Ugandan community’s reconciliation with God concerns the connectedness of 

physical and spiritual, encompassed in traditional African monotheism. It reaches 

beyond the clerical preaching paradigm of the salvation of souls. Too often, physical 

salvation is ceded to governments (Ramírez-Johnson & Sechrest, 2010, 15), which, 

in Uganda's case, often lets down the most vulnerable. Decolonising mission 

requires that physical salvation is determined by the community collaboratively 

acting as the local theologian to identify its priorities through storytelling and 

theological reflection.  

 

From a WMT perspective, a missional atonement theology includes the “quality and 

character of one’s Christian commitment [ ] and the nature of their redemptive 

dynamic towards others” (Jennings, 2010, 27). This requires the removal of 

prejudice by seeing the “other as fully human” (2010, 27). This means the rejection 

of Christian normativity by recognising the validity of the cultural knowledge of the 

host community. Resultingly, postcolonial Christian praxis must move beyond the 

inculturation of White ‘classic’ atonement models formed upon right-wrong/in-out 

binaries (Smith, 2010, 62).  

 

Indigenous cultures seek a harmonic truth that serves the community (2010, 63). I 

argue this reflects the Biblical narrative in that God’s righteous love has as its 

starting point not to cause harm (Lee, 2010, 213). Without love, the “norms of 

justice” are abstract and fragmented propositions (2010, 213). Atonement is not 
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about White Christian judgment, measured against static doctrine as if they were 

the custodians of divine justice (Matt 7: 1 & James 4:12 [warning against]). 

Contextual theology focuses on understanding the “sign of the times”; more 

interested in local revelation than universality (Bevans & Schroeder, 2011, 23).    

 

Missional atonement models must demonstrate God’s restorative purposes so their 

development considers “correcting, redeeming, upbuilding, enabling and 

reconciling power (Lee, 2010, 2013). These are considered within the reality of the 

political and social nature of God’s kingdom. For this reason, King, Jr. preached on 

“social salvation” (1991,2003, 42), because the reshaping of postcolonial [my 

emphasis] societies is homogenous with individual salvation.  

 

Adopting the living Christology of its communities transforms atonement theology 

from a forensic legal framework to a new reality. Just as Jesus’ life spoke to his 

death and resurrection, the teachers’ experiences speak similarly. They incarnate 

Christ in their communities through radical neighbourliness, the hallmark of which 

is humility:  

 

I see the mustard seed poem as us reaching out beyond our  

community to care for students who have no school [] I think  

this is a sacred thing because it copies what Jesus did (Afriku 7).  

 

The absence of a universal atonement doctrine in the Church of Uganda means 

formal and ordinary atonement theology can converge. It allows the believer’s 

ordinary theology to become a Ugandan formal theology. This restores the 

relationship between experience and doctrine (Douthat, 2014). This convergence is 

a necessary subject to redress the sparsity of Ugandan-published empirical 

theology. It expresses its distinctiveness yet relatability to ACT’s focus on present 

social realities.  
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Sacramental quality of testimony: 

I discuss the implications of elevating testimonies as a formal sacramentalism and 

how this potentially impacts church leadership. Hart (1980, 3f) argues that listening 

to others is sacramental because it is another way of hearing God, replicating the 

narrative ritual of the Eucharist. These considerations also pertain to the regular 

patterns of Pentecostal churches. Whilst discernibly African, these independent 

churches have produced “a culture of continuity” by mining other theologies' 

characteristics and gestating them in African communities (Ogbu, 2008, 187).  

 

There was no reference to formal sacraments51 in the interviews or the Talking 

Circle. This absence was surprising because 70 per cent of participants belong to 

traditions with strong historical adherence to these sanctioned forms of worship. 

This silence challenges assumptions that Ugandans have a high regard for 

hierarchical practices and ritualised sacraments because they are structured 

narratively (Healey & Sybertz, 1996 & Waliigo, 1990, 117). 

 

Sacramental theology tells stories of God’s mysterious relationship with humanity. 

Christians participate in this, not in a vacuum, but in the context of community 

(Shea, 1978, 9 & Hart, 1980, 8). This collaboration means that lives can be ordinarily 

sacramental when they encompass any action that incarnates Christ (Vatican II, 

Lumen Gentium, Chapter 2, 9-17).  

 

The Church is any place where Christians gather and manifest sacramentalism 

contextually. They do this by extracting stories from a historical location markedly 

different from where they are most often shared and using them as a lens to 

confirm their testimony. This reflects the desire for an embodied fellowship where 

God becomes incarnated through the senses. Formal sacramentalism can lose this 

immediacy, resulting in polite adherence instead of spirituality (Robinson-Brown, 

July 11, 2022, embodiment, BIAPT conference).  

 
51 My meaning is those activities practiced within church community e.g. Marriage, baptism, 
communion, confession and confirmation.  
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Making sacramental theology “ordinary” exposes tensions between formal Church 

doctrines and the community’s common faith patterns. The former has hierarchical 

authority and tends to universalise. Its theologians denigrate “folk” religious 

expressions as inferior, remaining paternalistic and colonial (Schreiter, 1985/2015, 

139 & 150).  

 

Heaney (2019, 162) argues that postcolonial theology starts with the creative voice 

of the ordinary believer, because that is where the voice of the subjugated is heard. 

Upon this comes “specialist insight”, thus making it a hybrid theology, instead of 

separation into ordinary and formal (2019, 164). Forming theology in such a way 

requires the privileging of the testimonial voice. It must not be curtailed but be 

allowed to venture into uncomfortable places so that remaining colonial tropes are 

vanquished (165).  

 

If similarly replicated, the teachers’ pattern of poetic testimony has the potential to 

liberate sacramentalism because it is free from ecclesial mediation. This example of 

glocalisation has implications for Church leadership. The extent of the juxtaposition 

between ordinary theology developed by the “laity” and the formal theology 

administered by Church leaders needs African voices to elucidate it.  

 

I now consider the leadership emerging from the teachers’ testimonies further.  

 

Church leadership: 

From the storied accounts, there was a single expression of respect and affection 

towards a church leader, who is now retired:  

 

That Godly man has served this community for many years, and  

we now take turns looking after him.  

 

Other than this, their experiences of local church leadership were mostly negative. 

One participant expressed this dilemma accordingly:  
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Many want power and money, and do not show a good example.   

 

The discussions also highlighted leaders’ favouritism to the wealthy, false or 

inaccurate teaching, and poor ethical conduct. Alternatively, there was a consensus 

that the ordinary believers in these same gatherings were a source of liberative 

action, particularly toward the poorest in the community:  

 

If we see someone who needs help, we come together and do what  

we can for that person. [] We do not tell the leaders, as they will ask  

for something.  

 

Maathi (2009, 25) states that it is a well-known phenomenon that what has 

continued to impede Africa’s process is a “lack of principled,  ethical leadership. 

Ghanaian theologian John Pobee (1979, 144) asserts that the “fundamental pattern 

in traditional African society is the representative character of the chief”. This 

reflects itself in its church. Local chiefs stand for and among their people, providing 

priestly imagery of someone representing the community before God (Waligo, 

1990, 2). Katongole goes further, contending that chiefs go beyond representation 

but are the foundations of the community (2017, 12).   

 

The servant leadership example where Christ washes his followers’ feet (John 13:1-

17) is replaced by “pastor chiefs” who are more interested in community status 

(Waligo, 1990, 2). Notwithstanding, it is essential to identify that despite this 

commentary, impassioned and “God-fearing, truthful and loyal leaders” remain 

(1990, 2f).  

 

In contrast to Ayandokuni (2021, 67f), and within the boundary of the research 

findings, I am not persuaded that improving training is the ultimate solution to 

solving leadership problems. Whilst accepting quantity and quality of training is a 

concern in Uganda, the Roman Catholic seminary pattern, according to participants 

from this tradition, produces the required competencies, but the same problems 

materialise:  
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They go for training, but when they get to a church, it is not  

used to help the people.  

 

The issues relating to position and influence whereby church leaders place 

themselves above the community reflect a broader cultural concern. This 

phenomenon is irrespective of whether or not exposure to the structural dynamics 

of globalisation has challenged traditional notions of leadership (Ayandokuni, 2021, 

60).  

 

If left unaddressed, the allegiance afforded to the local church could evaporate. Not 

because of the remaining colonialism in its formal theology but because of poor 

leadership resulting in the loss of community cohesion (Talking Circle, cf. Monitor, 

January 4, 2021). Reflecting on this commentary:  

 

Those [leaders] come to the community and cause problems  

when they should bring people together. 

 

They can say things against people that are not very important,  

but because of their position, they make it difficult because they  

are heard and repeated, and it becomes a bigger concern.  

 

The underlying cause of these issues is in part due to the rapid growth in African 

Christianity and colonial missionaries not leaving a biblical appreciation of 

leadership (Hammond, 2016). This has left churches without appropriate leaders 

and those in place stretched across multiple sites (2016). This situation has exposed 

the African Church to inappropriate direction. Failing to redress this situation means 

the Church would be left without a serious political voice, and so risking dismissal as 

a colonial hangover.  

 

The continued growth of Ugandan Pentecostalism needs greater understanding, as 

it is not its conservative theology that is attractive to its Indigenous communities. 

Nor is it the focus on supernatural miracles, although that is a common perception 
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(Jones, 2011, 505f). Its advancement is more likely to be where Pentecostalists 

position themselves, intersecting with wider community life and its local institutions 

(2005, 497-517).  

 

Its growth reflects its leaders’ community position and influence. This contrasts with 

Western trends. Here, the Church intentionally marginalises itself in the face of 

secularisation, thus becoming peripheral (Wilson, 1982, 150). The signal from 

Uganda and the teachers' commentary point to the Church having an ideal position 

to contribute positively to the “workings of the State” (Gbote & Kgatla, 2014, 346f), 

specifically in areas such as giving a voice to the poor.  

 

Ugandan Church leadership must disassociate itself from clericalism that affords 

positions of privilege through selection and training unavailable to the majority. The 

teachers want it to return to the biblical narrative of leadership (Josh. 24:1-25; Tim. 

3:1-7 & Titus 1:6-9). It was difficult to get a full picture as this was not a deductive 

question. What can be gleaned is that things have changed over time, with typical 

sentiments:  

 

When I was younger, I remember those church leaders were known  

in the community; our elders helped choose them. They spoke for  

the people about their concerns and hardships.  

 

They had wisdom, and we went there for guidance and help. They  

knew the community and brought people together. 

 

Amongst other ethical attributes, the biblical narrative and the teachers’ comments 

suggest leaders should emerge from their community. They are selected because of 

their authentic character. This includes encouragement of the believer’s faith, 

hospitality and personal faithfulness. Respect comes from practice instead of 

privilege. The participants identified with this reconnection with leadership through 

experience and demonstrated testimony. This was discussed as: 
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You read in the Bible that church leaders came from their  

community; they simply spoke about Jesus and prayed.   

 

Their job was also to make sure the people were cared for.  

 

I like to read about deacons and priests and how they serve  

differently but together.  

 

Training that captures the teachers’ thoughts includes equipping leaders from 

underrepresented backgrounds. Notably, those educationally and socially 

marginalised. Encouragingly, there is evidence that Western NGOs are helping 

develop this type of local leader following the initiatives of local communities (MAF, 

July 19, 2023, & Monger, 10 Jan, 2024). It will be interesting to see whether these 

new leaders retain their local distinctiveness.  

 

For the teachers, the criterion for selecting local church leaders is not 

fundamentally educational levels, although training is essential. Neither is it 

management skills as if the church is a commercial enterprise, but rather a personal 

story exemplifying faithfulness (e.g. 1 Pet. 5:1-5).  

 

The Talking Circle discussions identified Ugandans living in rural areas without a 

recognised trained church leader continue to develop their revelatory knowledge. 

These comments followed Afriku 3:   

 

At the moment, we do not have a leader, but some of us have  

come together and asked those we appreciate very well to help  

lead. [] We are very happy with what is happening.  

 

There are many there. [] These shepherds only need spaces to  

meet, talk and listen.  
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Presently, participants go to church on Sunday, normally attending the same 

tradition as their ancestors and wider family. They do this in parallel to accessing 

other faithful expressions. However, there is a frustrated consensus that at some 

point, this question of leadership must be addressed. Otherwise, there is a risk of 

community fracturing. One participant did leave their traditional church and 

practised elsewhere. They eventually returned, only because the leadership had 

improved:  

 

 I was not happy with our leader’s behaviour, and it did not feel  

right when he was leading communion. I went to other places and 

 saw people worshipping differently. I was happy, but my family  

wanted me to go back. I would not do this, but then I heard that a  

new leader was there, so I returned. I am happy to worship with  

people and the church that I have known for a long time. 

 

For a postcolonial Church, training must reach beyond what Christian traditions 

consider the role of leadership. Reflecting the teacher’s thoughts, the search for the 

next generation of leaders must engage with the informal sector, “the faith-inspired 

activists for violent change (Katongole, 2017, 218). There is a challenge of where 

they may be found, but from the teacher’s experience, a starting point is where 

Christians gather ‘under the mango tree’. My research experience is that it is here 

that critical thinkers are found “grounded in the ethics of love” for enemies and 

neighbours (217). To equip these leaders for the postcolonial task, their training 

must include theological research and the construction of new African theologies 

(Waligo, 2010, 43f). 

 

Conclusion 

The participants’ storied theology provides a bridge from the community to the 

academy and the local church to WMT. For WMT, we must attend to our theologies 

and what informs us. Without accessing other theological forms reflexively, we risk 

neocolonialism and isolation. Neocolonialism arises because a prime mover in ACT’s 

theological paradigm is to add an African voice to the universal church, and WMT 
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can interrupt or silence this cause. If we are not listening because of our 

foundationalism (Dyrness, 2011), the opportunity for dialogue is closed. To avoid 

the isolation of African theology, we must follow the openness of inculturation, 

which listens intently to other worlds.  

 

For story theology, the research demonstrates there is no need to systematise the 

discipline for Uganda. They ordinarily reflect the early Church's practice of 

autobiographical reflection. At WTA, they now have a local narrative methodology 

and methods to disclose knowledge from their testimonies at their disposal. For 

Indigenous forms of story theology, aesthetic patterns illuminate a narrative’s 

revelatory potential, providing creative space for Ugandan Christian spirituality. 

 

The implications for ACT are recognising the gap between the Church, its leaders 

and the oral theology of its communities. The peaceful atonement model of the 

latter highlights this divergence. Additionally, whilst communities prioritise 

Christian festivals, they prefer to express these as theodrama instead of formal 

ecclesial practice. Underlying this contrast is the tension between respect for 

hierarchy and the frequent failures in local Church leadership. The research 

identified that participants believe their leaders should come from within the 

community instead of external imposition and that emphasis must be on character, 

not ecclesial conformity. 
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END MATTERS 

I listened to Ugandan teachers talking individually and collectively about their 

everyday faith. It identified their theological priorities, and I used these to inform 

this paper’s contribution to the discussion on postcolonialism and Whiteness. The 

original data that informed this engagement is experiential. The motivation for this 

venture was a Ugandan-situated theological journey, where I moved from turmoil 

to clarity through storytelling. In doing so, I also gained a new White consciousness.  

This knowledge gives me an authentic voice to speak to WMT, which now must 

make its journey from a welcome stranger to becoming a neighbour.  

 

To make this pilgrimage, one must accept that theological difference is not 

ultimately about orthodox criteria. It is understanding the epistemological 

differences that informs them. Ugandan ordinary theology is peaceful, relational 

and participatory, whereas WMT tends towards objectivism.  

 

The research demonstrated that listening attentively and constructing cultural 

expressions from biographies transform relationships. It does this by fracturing 

epistemological certainties. The venture started in disparate Ugandan communities 

where hearing traumatic accounts caused disorientation of my Christian faith. It 

culminated in the theological reflection on the stories of Christian teachers in a 

rural school community that brought harmony to my practice. This equilibrium 

ultimately came through identifying an Indigenous warrant for my continued 

presence that deconstructed the power embedded in my White theology.  

 

This evolution arose from an unexpected leitmotif where poetry disoriented my 

circumspect and prosaic narrative theology and became imaginative and revelatory. 

This reorientation led a White missionary from being a long-welcomed stranger to a 

neighbour by garnering a holistic understanding of liberation. This hermeneutical 

shift augmented my grasp of community, whereby neighbourliness aligns with 

practical theodicy. The Christian is not a logical bystander absorbing information, 

but adjoins the pattern of God’s perichoretic relationality.   
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Listening to the disquieting experiences in pre-research contexts advanced my 

hypothesis that a gap existed between contemporary Western-informed 

theologies. This includes those absorbed by Ugandan-led churches and the ordinary 

theology of their communities. To address this lacuna, I posed an open question to 

the research community: “How do Ugandan teachers speak about their faith?”  

 

The object of this inquiry was the research’s two distinct telē. The first was 

undertaking a collaborative theological reflection on teachers’ experiential stories. 

The aim of this was to construct a local theology and an inculturated hermeneutical 

device so it could be repeated and developed. The second telos used the knowledge 

ceded from this narrative exploration to inform my practice, postcolonial theology 

and post-research engagement with White missionary organisations.  

 

Before constructing a participatory methodology, I first accessed contextually 

relevant literature. I used these sources as a reflexive mirror, providing a cross-

cultural framework where the research findings could reside. Through engagement 

with these experience-formed theologies, I identified a critical factor creating the 

theological gap between White and Black communities. This stemmed from the 

failure of WMT to combat its supremacist ideology.  

 

This schema results in normative theological claims. This privileging of White 

knowledge constructs over Indigenous epistemologies derives from universalist 

certainty grounded in European Enlightenment rationality. I observed that this 

continues unconsciously in the pedagogy and practices of White mission. Their 

theological activities follow internal rather than Ugandan priorities.  

 

Lamentably, attempts to align Christianity to this philosophical movement continue 

to reduce the Christian faith to a pseudo-science, resulting in the research poem 

“Logical Whiteness”. As a result, the Bible lost the mystery of its ancient stories, 

replaced by “quantifiable exactitude patient of only literal interpretation” (Guite, 

2016, 4). Such precision reduces the opportunity for imaginative creation. My 
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theological journey started within this objectivism, but Ugandan experiences and 

teachers’ stories shattered its illusion.  

 

The voices within the literature contained interconnecting threads that were 

framed within the research parameters. I critiqued White missiology, African 

Christian Theology, particularly inculturation, liberation and narrative and Story 

Theology. The exercise intended to develop a methodological approach that 

contributes to the community’s cultural liberation and informs my position as a 

reflexive theologian-researcher.  

 

My engagement with missiology focused on the predominant conservative 

evangelicalism that gives purpose to White Christian mission in Uganda. Beyond its 

normative claims, its postcolonialist pronouncements adopt a neutral position on 

race, readily negating the past.  

 

I argued that its practices continue as a neocolonialist epoch instead of residing 

within an anti-colonial position because it lacks a reflexive criterion. It decides on 

the means of Ugandan liberation and therefore remains with an imperialist 

soteriology. The early Church's missiology expressed itself foremost as a theology 

based on experience and culture; WMT must recapture this direction to unthread 

colonialism.   

 

In considering ACT, its Black liberation paradigm that politicised Whiteness above 

other subjugating motifs holds a decontextualised position concerning Uganda. 

Nevertheless, it confronts Whiteness and, as a result, the practices of WMT. This 

position helped develop my journaled self-reflections. In the process, prompted my 

challenge of the passivity of postcolonial language that fails to motivate 

transformative praxis. Whilst it held a mirror to Whiteness, it did not speak to the 

everyday subjugations experienced by Ugandans. The progressive forms of Black 

theology that reach beyond Whiteness to confront other areas oppressing its 

communities provided such cohesion. 
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ACT’s more holistic liberation focus gave hope to this cause. Although it accepts the 

reality of physical differences, it is not the cause of its political engagements. It 

recognises the persistence of racism and calls for White people to seek ways that 

Black and White can come together without negating the past. It also encourages 

Black communities to afford space for this dialogue. It is open to the potential for 

White Christians to participate in missions with anti-racist intent. This facilitated the 

development of the co-constructed narrative methodology. 

 

After that, I turned my attention to inculturation theology. This is a liberation force 

that focuses on a theology of being. Outside of South Africa, it had a more 

comprehensive liberation schema than Black theology’s immediate post-

independence priority of decolonising Africa’s faith. The teachers’ stories confirmed 

that their theological priorities concern their daily struggles and community 

adhesion. Black and White binaries are not their preoccupation.  

 

Similar to Black theology, narrative experience drives inculturation. The distinction 

is the primacy it gives to the Bible in theological discourse. This is within a reverse 

hermeneutical cycle that starts with the lived experience. I argue that the Bible’s 

elevation in theological discourse arises partly because of the spirituality constantly 

present in the thoughts of African communities. The Christian Scriptures provide an 

authoritative mediator in their understanding.  

 

Concerning the a priori status of the Bible, its meaning is derived ordinarily through 

its narrative structures, not its abstract propositions. Cultural stories are essential in 

the theological conversation between experience and Scripture. ACT also requires 

localising work due to the diversity of cultures encountered on the continent. This 

was a cognitive space for qualitative research to explore.  

 

The final literary category was story theology. Amongst the diversity within the 

discipline, the use of biographies within the discipline of story theology spoke to my 

Ugandan conversational experience. Its anti-colonialist credentials derive from it 

subverting the use of isolated theological statements whilst elevating the narratives 
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that encompass them. This confronts static theology, leaving room for prophetic 

insight.  

 

This discipline lacks a non-Western empirical critique, and this research identified 

areas underrepresented in Western narrative theology. Notably, it does not 

elucidate the importance of epistemic divergence, failing to attend to the creative 

originality of Indigenous oral communities. It prioritises the prosaic form over the 

poetic.  

 

Reviewing this literature increased my reflexive knowledge, adding to the formative 

experiences from which I located myself in the research. It achieved a ‘generous’ 

orthodoxy for the research to reside. Without such lucidity, it could have given rise 

to external claims that unorthodoxy tainted the teachers’ narrative theology.  

 

The storytelling–listening community developed the methodology for which I 

retained ultimate responsibility. We remained open to the research’s development 

and implementation to cause revision to its tenets if it no longer afforded cohesion 

or felt constraining. This pragmatism focused on emerging motifs instead of precise 

doctrines.  

 

The preparatory phase aided the thesis aim that the teachers would feel valued 

throughout the research process. It achieved this because privileging their voice 

was not left until data collection and the subsequent interpretive exercise. It was 

paradigmatic from the outset.  

 

The developing self-awareness through the process confirmed that I had a qualified 

relativist ontology and relational epistemology. I identified God as the ultimate 

reality, but understood that knowledge about him is through the social 

constructions of fallible humans. The construction of a narrative methodology was 

Indigenously and personally appropriate.  
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Identifying interconnecting themes through collaboration was a further research 

aim. We agreed with an approach whereby narratives contribute to knowledge 

creation through stories’ thematic analysis and subsequent theological meditations, 

both individual and collective. I did not use deductive questioning to manufacture 

narratives I knew would resonate with White missionary organisations. I maintained 

the elevation of Ugandan priorities through inductive responses to revelations 

unveiled in the teachers’ biographical accounts.  

 

Nonetheless, because of our generous theological parameters, we were free to 

develop these findings imaginatively, recognising that contextualising theology 

requires fluidity and, thus, orthodoxy can be a liberative device. This openness to 

creative possibilities resulted in further inductive research between the completion 

of the personal interviews and the Talking Circle concerning the authorising work of 

Key Informants. This resulted in an aesthetic ‘drift’. 

 

I made no claims as a poet, but consistent with the teachers’ preferred research 

pattern, I proposed a hybrid Afriku-portraiture methodology. This was to achieve 

the participants’ ‘takeaway’ of having their stories represented in familiar ways. The 

aim was to represent the interconnecting themes from the storytelling. We agreed 

that once transcripts and connecting themes across the dataset were agreed upon, 

we would use these as subsections for analysis.  

 

I first undertook a prosaic theological reflection before closing each with a relatable 

poem to the motif discussed. This maintained the uniqueness of individual 

storytelling, whilst recognising the formation of a new poetic community. We chose 

this poetic direction because it was culturally appropriate due to the importance of 

local proverbs in Ugandan community cohesion. Moreover, it was an expedient, 

whilst comprehensive method for reflecting the complexities of the narrative data. 

Ultimately, poetry was a way towards neighbourliness.  

 

I felt a sense of vulnerability due to moderating a Talking Circle to create a narrative 

form, which I felt ill-prepared to establish. Once we reached beyond their didactic 
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teaching expectations, we developed Afriku poems. These received an enthusiastic 

endorsement as a reflective resource. The poetic transition resulted in 

conversations that re-imaged and further illuminated the research findings, mined 

from the conventional narrative methods.  

 

This narrative exercise culminated in a local theological expression and 

hermeneutical method formed with the community for the community. But one 

that can also contribute to a broader theology because of its ability to engage with 

multiple senses (Schrieter, 1985/2015, 137). This poetry has the potential to 

connect ordinary and formal theology whilst also decolonising as it confronts 

prejudice and the biases that inform it. Such deconstruction shakes hermeneutical 

foundations, exposing our fragility to God and neighbour. 

 

The aesthetic change met the research’s primary objective to identify the ordinary 

theology of Ugandan teachers. This relational theology prioritises pastoral, 

peaceful, and humble pursuits within an overt narrative structure. It adheres to 

broader African Christian Theology. That said, the participants' stories incidentally 

identified that WMT has yet to break its colonial chains. Whites distance 

themselves from Indigenous Christian celebrations and continue to pursue 

missional practice through a prism of logical definitions.  

 

Although the stories did not counter my assumption that the teachers would not 

identify colonialism and Whiteness directly, their ordinary theology still juxtaposed 

itself with WMT and Uganda’s formal ecclesial theologies. This divergence is 

particularly evident in ecclesiology, which prioritises doctrinal teaching over lived 

religion. The indispensable need to continue Christ’s story in their lives means the 

community ethic ingrained in their cultural proverbs synergises with their theology 

of neighbourliness and humility. This ordinary sacramentalism, whereby the 

community seeks to incarnate Christ, results in a divine-human participatory 

dimension to the spiritual and miraculous.  
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Exemplifying this paradigm is an atonement theology absent from notions of divine 

violence. Christ, as their foremost ancestor, provides the preeminent example in his 

earthly ministry for those who claim his allegiance. This culminates in the narratives 

of passion and resurrection. This develops into a practical theodicy, demonstrating 

to the community how to confront evil through the mutual alliance operative in 

God’s Kingdom. The ordinary becomes miraculous because it follows the relational 

pattern of Christ.  

 

This leitmotif diverges from the formal theology of WMT, Western-birthed churches 

and the gathered communities of the Pentecostal Assemblies of God to which the 

participants belong. These traditions favour judicial atonement models, an 

anathema to Ugandan culture.  

 

The teachers’ local theology challenges the understanding that Ugandans adhere to 

a hierarchical structure uniformly. Any resistance is passive, content with a 

community’s ordinary theology running parallel to formal ecclesial patterns and 

hierarchy. Interestingly, by not formalising a distinct position, the Anglican Church 

of Uganda enables ordinary theology to work alongside the formal in a mutual 

dialogue. I am not suggesting this pragmatism is a specific focus, but it does suggest 

something of the East African Revival’s autonomy remains. 

 

This disclosure identifies the importance of cross-cultural narrative research, 

unveiling what is left hidden. The ‘miracle’ of collaborative learning strengthened 

the relationship between Black and White as we came together in media res.  

 

However, WMT continues to use its practical endeavours to propagate a theology 

that negates the neighbourly ethic enshrined within Ugandan narrative culture as 

an inferior epistemology. WMT must cease its formation solely through a 

systematic Christian apologetic, which loses meaning in contexts not its own. It 

must turn to a narrative apologetic of neighbourly love (Kunhiyop, 2011, 64-76, cf. 

Harnack, trans. Hollerich, 1932). Poetry, for example, achieves this harmony 

because it is approachable to communities with variant epistemologies. 
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The methodological approach developed in this thesis has relevance to WMT. Its 

ordinary narrative theology affords a dialogical space because its telos is 

hermeneutical, not a theological arbiter between Ugandan and White. Accordingly, 

the research achieved the second ultimate objective of relatability.  

 

I can take my findings to the WMT community in Uganda and encourage them to 

participate in similar cross-cultural research where they engage with the 

communities they serve. However, my research context, participant size, selection 

criteria and subjective experience limit the knowledge created to support this 

endeavour. I need to extend its remit, starting with the broader school community 

and those immediately outside the school gates. I must do so whilst remaining 

within a collaborative ethic, as the knowledge obtained in this research is 

community-owned.     

 

The final comments concern my practice and the research context. I wanted this 

research to provide a lens for both. Participating in storytelling to decolonise 

Ugandan theology through an indigene-informed research methodology. The 

tentative ‘turn’ to poetry has resulted in another stage of my theological journey.  

The progression from propositional to story theologian has continued. Whilst I am 

more familiar with prosaic forms, I have discovered that aesthetics can speak across 

cultures.  

 

As imagination reaches beyond our prejudices, the research paradigm developed in 

this thesis could become the vehicle for interfaith dialogue. Promoting religious and 

cultural understanding in communities already living next to one another 

peacefully, as they do habitually in Uganda. This could enable the move from a 

Ugandan stranger to a Ugandan neighbour.  

 

The reflexive development afforded by this research identifies the importance of 

multiple theological lenses to magnify one’s beliefs and biases. This 

acknowledgement relates to WMT as such a journey leads to a new ontological and 

epistemological understanding.  
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Before the research, I understood this theoretically, but now I recognise its 

importance in unveiling colonial motifs. The teachers’ stories, which require no 

mediation or contextual partner, confronted the ideology that the Bible’s 

propositions are the objective source for Christian apologetics. Until this is 

accepted, the Bible remains the possession of the privileged, causing it to lose its 

mystery, hope and prophetic imagination. Edwin Muir's poem (1963, 55) "The 

Incarnate One” resonates with this reality. In continuity with the research findings, I 

have rendered it in a final Afriku: 

 

The word was made flesh, 

we made him a word again, 

mystery impaled. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

243 
 

APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Participant Information Sheet 

Short title of study 
How do Ugandan teachers speak about their faith? 

 
Date: September 16, 2021 
 
Dear Participant  
You are being invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide, it is 
important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will 
involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully and discuss it 
with others if you wish. Ask us if there is anything that is not clear or if you would 
like more information. Take time to decide whether or not you wish to take part.  
 
Thank you for reading this. 
 
What is the purpose of the study? 

This study explores how Ugandan Christian teachers speak about their faith 
using local narratives (art, proverbs, wisdom literature, song), their life (events, 
traditions, experiences), the Bible and other Christian expressions (e.g., liturgy, 
communion). The research seeks to hear the local voice, free from external 
expectations or constraints. Although I am a Director of ServeDirect, the NGO 
supporting the school, this research is separate from their activities. However, your 
stories may help White missionary organisations understand where they should 
consider their theology and activities in Uganda.  

The research is given warrant by Charles Opio (School Director). It forms 
part of doctoral studies in practical theology and is independent of any organisation 
or institution. The research provides foundational material for a 50,000-word 
thesis. The teachers’ stories will provide a new source for theological reflection for 
the community. Furthermore, such reflection can illuminate and shape my 
theological practice and is relatable to other White organisations working in 
Uganda in similar contexts.  

Why have I been chosen? 
You have been chosen as one of eight participants because you identify as Christian 
and have five years of experience working at Wobulenzi Town Academy. This 
provides an understanding of ServeDirect and the school’s ethos. 

Do I have to take part? 
It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you decide to participate, you 
will be given this information sheet to keep and asked to sign a consent form. If you 
decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time, without giving a reason, 
until the time the researcher has processed the data. A decision to withdraw at any 
time, or a decision not to take part, will not affect the standard of care you receive in 
any way. 
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What will happen to me if I take part? 
If you decide to take part, you will be given this information sheet to keep and 
asked to sign the consent form. This will give your consent to be invited to a one-to-
one interview and be part of a broader discussion with your fellow participants.  

The one-to-one interview lasts approximately 1 hour, and I will ask you to tell me in 
your own words about your faith using your life, local narratives and the Bible. With 
your permission, the interview will be audio-recorded and transcribed. You will 
have the opportunity to review, amend and approve the transcription before it is 
finalised. If you prefer not to have your voice recorded, I will ask your permission to 
take notes during the interview. If it would make you more comfortable, you can 
bring a friend to the interview for support.  

There are two ‘Talking Circles’ (Female-male). It is a chance for participants 
to collectively discuss the common themes arising from their stories and draw 
together the views of the research process. This may prove helpful to others 
researching in Uganda. Furthermore, a collective story, parable or proverb may 
develop from the group discussions. 

My thesis will not focus on individual stories, but I may contact you for 
permission to use a specific quote. You are free to decline any such request. 

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 
You may feel some vulnerability in sharing personal information or experiences as 
part of the interview. You can abstain from any questions, request breaks or seek 
clarification at any time. The school’s deputy head teacher provides pastoral 
support during and after the interviews. All interviews are conducted at the school, 
but away from staff and pupils.   

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 
It is hoped you will welcome the opportunity to share your faith in ways natural to 
you. By taking part, you will also be contributing to the development of the school’s 
faith story and the broader discussion on how White NGOs can improve the way 
they relate to Ugandan communities through listening to the local voice. 

What if something goes wrong? 
If you wish to complain or have any concerns about any aspect of the way you have 
been approached or treated during this study, please make contact through the 
school’s Director: 

Professor (Withheld for thesis) 
Deputy Dean, Faculty of Arts and Humanities 
University of Chester 
Parkgate Road 
Chester  
CH1 4BJ 
Email withheld for thesis 
 
If you are harmed by taking part in this research project, there are no special 
compensation arrangements.  
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Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential? 
All information collected, which could identify you, will be kept securely by 

Phil Ball. The final thesis will be written without using any identifying information 
about participants unless specific further permission is granted. 

Your real name will not be used on any transcriptions.   

What will happen to the results of the research study? 
The results will contribute to a thesis to be submitted towards a Professional 

Doctorate in Practical Theology. They may also be presented and published in 
various ways to raise the importance of the believer’s voice in theological reflection 
and how this knowledge can contribute to cross-cultural theological understanding.  

Your confidentiality will be maintained during presentations or publications 
unless you grant permission. The final thesis will be made available to the school 
Director and the Directors of ServeDirect. 

Data collected from this project may be retained and published in an 
Anonymised form. By agreeing to participate in this project, you are consenting to 
the retention and publication of data. 
 
Who may I contact for further information? 
If you would like more information about the research before you decide whether or 
not you would be willing to take part, please contact: 
 
Phil Ball  Withheld for thesis 
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Appendix B: Consent form 

 
 
 
 
Title of Project: How do Ugandan teachers speak about their faith? 
 
 
Name of Researcher: Philip Ball 
 

Please initial box 
 

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the 
 participant information sheet, dated March 01, 2022, 
 for the above study and have had the opportunity  
 to ask questions. 

 
2. I understand that my participation is voluntary 

 and that I am free to withdraw at any time, without 
 giving any reason and without my care or legal rights 
 being affected. 
 

3. I understand that once I have been interviewed  
it may not be technically possible to withdraw my  
data unless requested within two months from approved 
transcription                                                 

 
4. I agree to take part in the above study. 

 
 
 
Name of Participant Date  Signature 
 
 
 
 
Researcher  
Phil Ball Date Signature 
 
 
 
 
Note: Each participant will complete this form, which will be forwarded to the 
ethics committee for approval. 
 

1 copy for the participant; 1 copy for the researcher 
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Appendix C: Map of Uganda showing the location of WTA 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Location of Wobulenzi Town Academy 

Luwero triangle (approximation) 
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