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Abstract

This study examines the historical establishment and institutional transformation of
Presbyterianism in Rwanda from the early twentieth century to the present, arguing that the
Presbyterian Church in Rwanda evolved from a colonial missionary enterprise into an
autonomous, indigenous ecclesial institution — a trajectory that both mirrors and shapes
Rwanda's broader socio-political transformations. Drawing on historical analysis and
secondary sources, the study traces five distinct developmental phases: the missionary
founding period (1907-1958), marked by the Bethel Mission's introduction of Reformed
Christianity within a centralized Rwandan monarchy; the period of autonomy and national
adaptation (1959-1990), during which the church indigenized its leadership and governance
structures, the crisis of the genocide against the Tutsi (1990—1996), which exposed the church's
theological and moral failures, the post-genocide phase of reconstruction and reconciliation
(1997-2007), characterized by public confession, institutional renewal, and holistic
community engagement; and the ongoing decentralization process (2008-2025), aimed at
financial self-reliance and local empowerment. The paper contributes to scholarship on
African Christianity, postcolonial mission studies, and the dynamics of indigenous church
agency by demonstrating how colonial missionary structures were negotiated, resisted, and
ultimately appropriated by Rwandan Christians. The study reveals that the church's historical
experience illuminates the complex intersections of evangelization, colonial power, cultural

adaptation, and institutional resilience that have defined the growth of Protestantism in East
Africa.
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Introduction

Presbyterianism in Rwanda emerged at the intersection of German and Belgian missionary
activity, colonial administration, and indigenous cultural structures in the early twentieth
century. The Bethel Mission introduced Protestant Christianity and Reformed theology into a
society with its own well-established religious traditions, political hierarchies, and socio-
economic systems, laying institutional foundations in education, healthcare, and church
governance that would prove lasting. Over time, the resulting Presbyterian Church evolved
from a missionary project into an autonomous Rwandan institution, shaped by successive
national political transitions and historical crises. This study traces these developments to
demonstrate how Presbyterianism became not merely a transplanted European denomination

but an integral part of Rwanda's religious and social landscape.
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The central research problem addressed here concerns the mechanisms through which
a foreign missionary enterprise undergoes institutional indigenization within a postcolonial
African context. While the history of Christianity in Africa has generated considerable
scholarly attention, the specific case of Reformed Protestantism in Rwanda remains
underexplored, particularly in relation to questions of indigenous agency, colonial
entanglement, and post-genocide institutional reconstruction. This study seeks to fill that gap
by offering a historically grounded account of the Presbyterian Church in Rwanda across five

distinct phases, from its missionary origins to its contemporary decentralized structure.

Methodologically, the study employs historical analysis drawing on secondary literature,
archival records, and church documents. The approach is broadly historiographical,
synthesizing existing scholarship to construct a coherent narrative of institutional development
while engaging critically with themes of colonial power, indigenous negotiation, and ecclesial
transformation. The paper is organized chronologically, moving from the early missionary
encounter through independence, genocide, reconstruction, and decentralization, and it
interprets each phase not merely as a sequence of events but as an episode in the broader story
of how Rwandan Christians progressively claimed ownership of a Reformed tradition initially

introduced from outside.

Situating this history within wider scholarly debates on mission and colonialism, the paper
draws on postcolonial mission studies to interrogate the relationship between evangelization
and imperial power in sub-Saharan Africa. Scholars such as Lamin Sanneh and Andrew Walls
have argued that the translation of Christianity into local languages and cultural forms
necessarily empowers indigenous communities over time, even when the initial impulse was
colonial. The Rwandan Presbyterian case offers a compelling, if complicated, illustration of
this dynamic, as missionary structures that initially reinforced colonial hierarchies were
gradually transformed into instruments of national identity, social development, and,

ultimately, post-genocide healing.

1.0 The Role of German and Belgian Missions in the Formation of Presbyterianism in

Rwanda

At the dawn of the twentieth century, Rwanda was a highly centralized monarchy that had
largely resisted Arab encroachment and maintained its distinctive socio-political structures

intact. The kingdom's first documented Western contact occurred in 1892 through the explorer
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Dr. Oscar Baumann, an encounter that initiated a new chapter of external influence, bringing
European civilization and Christianity into contact with a society that had long recognized a
supreme being known as Imana. Economically, Rwanda operated on a subsistence basis, with
each family providing for its own needs within a feudal-style political system. Since the reign
of Yuhi IV Gahindiro, the country had been organized into approximately eighty administrative

provinces, with the royal residence established at Nyanza.

The period from 1858 to 1892 saw European exploration gradually encircle Rwanda,
as figures such as Burton, Speke, Grant, and Stanley traversed the Great Lakes region.
Following Baumann's 1892 expedition, Count von Goetzen crossed Rwanda in 1894, and by
the time of the Berlin Conference of 1884—1885, the region had been assigned to the German
sphere of influence and formally became part of German East Africa in 1890. This colonial
enclosure set the political conditions within which subsequent missionary activity would
operate, as missionaries arriving in Rwanda did so within a framework of imperial

authorization and colonial oversight (Munyakazi, 2017, p. 23; Okpalike et al., 2021, pp. 2-3).

From 1908, Rwanda's governance was divided between Gitega and Kigali, with
colonial authorities progressively assuming control over trade, currency, and missionary
activity, thereby diminishing traditional leadership structures. Missionaries required approval
from both colonial and local authorities before commencing work, a dual system of
authorization that reflected the missionaries' structural alignment with imperial interests and
positioned religious activity as inseparable from political change. The arrival of Catholic and
Protestant missionaries over the following decades brought lasting consequences in education,
healthcare, and religion. Although their alliance with colonial powers at times compromised
their spiritual mandate, missionaries played a significant role in advancing literacy, leadership

training, and broader socio-economic development.

1.1. The German Colonial Period (1885-1916)

In 1884, Adolf von Goetzen entered Rwanda and visited the court of King Rwabugiri, reporting
favorably on the kingdom's fertility and strategic importance. The Germans subsequently
adopted a policy of indirect rule, governing through the existing Rwandan monarchy and
reinforcing the authority of Tutsi chiefs. This approach assumed particular significance
following the death of Rwabugiri, when Yuhi V Musinga emerged as king after a succession

crisis. Musinga strategically welcomed German support to consolidate his contested power, a
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dynamic that reveals the agency of the Rwandan monarchy even within colonial structures.
The relationship between Musinga and the Germans thus illustrates a pattern of calculated

negotiation rather than simple submission to colonial authority.

1.2. The Belgian Colonial Period (1916-1962)

Belgium's assumption of control over Rwanda following the First World War marked a
decisive shift in the character of colonial governance. The transition from German to Belgian
rule brought a reconfiguration of the relationship among missionary activity, indigenous
authority, and colonial administration. Governance, trade, and religious organization became
more systematically regulated, with Catholic missions occupying a privileged position in the
emerging colonial order (Munyakazi, 2017, p. 23; Okpalike et al., 2021, pp. 2-3). Protestant
missions, including the institutions that would become the Presbyterian Church, operated at a
structural disadvantage relative to their Catholic counterparts, a reality that shaped their

evangelization strategies and community relationships.

While the entanglement of evangelical work with imperial interests blurred the line
between evangelization and colonization, it also created the conditions for lasting institutional
development. Catholic and Protestant missionaries, despite their colonial entanglements, made
significant contributions to literacy, the training of indigenous leaders, and the introduction of
Western medicine and formal schooling — contributions that would prove foundational to
Rwanda's modern national identity. Critically, these institutions also created spaces within
which Rwandan Christians could develop leadership capacities that would eventually enable

the church's indigenization.

1.3. Post-Colonial Rwanda: Nationhood, Conflict, and Reconstruction

Before independence in 1962, Rwanda's political trajectory was fundamentally shaped by the
Belgian colonial administration's introduction of democratic reforms in the 1950s, a process
that paradoxically intensified ethnic tensions rather than resolving them. The rise of political
parties, notably the pro-Hutu Parmehutu led by Grégoire Kayibanda, signaled the beginning of
a new era in Rwandan politics. Kayibanda's rule eventually gave way to the military regime of
General Juvénal Habyarimana in 1973, whose government persisted until 1994. Throughout
this period, ethnic divisions rooted in colonial-era categorizations produced recurring cycles of

violence and political instability (Prunier, 1995).
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For the Presbyterian Church, this fragile post-independence context presented both
challenges and opportunities. The church positioned itself as an actor in national development,
emphasizing self-reliance and educational uplift at a time when Rwandan institutions were
being redefined. Its engagement with national reconstruction, however, was not without
ambiguity; the church's relationship with successive political regimes raised questions about

prophetic independence that would become acute during the crisis of 1994.

2.0 The Historical Evolution of the Presbyterian Church in Rwanda

This section examines the Presbyterian Church's development across five analytically distinct
phases: the missionary founding period (1907-1958); the period following Rwandan
independence and ecclesiastical autonomy (1959-1990); the catastrophic rupture of the
genocide against the Tutsi (1990-1996); the subsequent period of reconstruction and
reconciliation (1997-2007); and the contemporary process of decentralization and institutional
consolidation (2008-2025). Each phase represents not merely a chronological segment but a
qualitatively distinct configuration of the relationship between the church, the state, and

Rwandan society.

2.1. The Missionary Encounter and the Birth of Presbyterianism (1907-1958)

The origins of the Presbyterian Church in Rwanda — known as the Eglise Presbytérienne au
Rwanda (E.P.R.) — trace back to 1907, when Lutheran missionaries from the German Bethel
Mission arrived in Rwanda accompanied by Tanzanian colleagues. Ernst Johanssen and
Gerhard Ruccius played pivotal roles in establishing the church's institutional foundation,
selecting station sites according to criteria that combined practical and missiological
considerations: proximity to water sources, distance from existing missions, and location in
densely populated areas. The stations established at Zinga, Kirinda, Rubengera, Remera-
Rukoma, and later Cyangugu formed a chain of Reformed Christian presence that survived

colonial transition, World War II, and famine.

Following the First World War, the German missionaries were compelled to depart,
and their stations were temporarily supervised by Seventh-Day Adventist missionaries from
1919 to 1921, before being transferred to the Belgian Society of Protestant Missions in Congo
(S.B.M.P.C.). In 1959, the church was granted independence under the name Evangelical

Presbyterian Church in Rwanda, marking the formal beginning of its transition to indigenous
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governance. This transfer of institutional authority did not, however, immediately translate into
genuine autonomy; the structures, financial dependencies, and theological frameworks

established during the missionary era continued to shape the church's life for decades afterward.

2.1.1. The Bethel Mission and the Introduction of Protestant Christianity in Early

Twentieth-Century Rwanda

The Bethel Mission's presence in East Africa was itself a product of late nineteenth-century
German missionary politics. Following the assignment of large parts of East Africa to the
German Empire at the Berlin Conference, it became apparent that no German mission was
actively working in the new colony. This gap prompted the founding of the Evangelische
Missionsgesellschaft flir Ostafrika (Evangelical Missionary Society for East Africa) in 1886 in
Berlin — formally known as Berlin III. The initiative drew support from both pastors and
politicians close to the Imperial Court, reflecting the characteristic entanglement of spiritual

and imperial ambitions that marked the missionary era.

Under the leadership of Pastor Friedrich von Bodelschwingh, the Bethel Mission
progressively shifted its emphasis from nationalist objectives toward what its leaders
articulated as soul salvation and African liberation, relocating its headquarters to Bethel in
1906. This theological repositioning did not dissolve the mission's imperial context, but it did
produce a distinctive institutional culture that combined rigorous theological education with
practical social outreach, including care for German settlers and freed slaves in East Africa.
The 1891 deployment of pastors Johanssen and Wohlrab to Usambara marked the beginning
of a broader regional mission that would eventually reach Rwanda. As the mission's own
records note, its working method integrated personal and collective piety with professional
engagement, a model that would be carried into Rwanda and that shaped the church's

subsequent emphasis on social development alongside evangelism.

2.1.1.1. The Church and the Mwami: Negotiating Power and Authority in Early Rwanda

The encounter between the Bethel missionaries and the Rwandan monarchy constitutes one of
the most analytically significant episodes in the early history of Presbyterianism in Rwanda.
Far from being a straightforward story of missionary advance into receptive territory, it was a
sustained process of negotiation in which the Mwami exercised genuine agency, deploying the
missionaries' presence for strategic political purposes while simultaneously constraining their

activities to protect his sovereignty.



African Multidisciplinary Journal of Research (AMJR) Vol. 1 (I), 2026, ISSN 2518-2986 (508-525)

In the early months of 1906, the Bethel mission organization decided to extend its work
to Rwanda, dispatching Ernst Johanssen and a colleague to explore the possibility. On July 22,
1907, the missionaries had their first formal audience with King Musinga in Nyanza,
conducting their conversation in Kiswahili. Musinga granted them permission to preach the
Gospel in his kingdom — a decision that reflected not passive acquiescence but calculated
political calculation. The presence of Protestant missionaries offered Musinga a potential
counterweight to both Catholic missionary influence and Belgian colonial pressure. In granting
the Bethel missionaries access, Musinga was applying the same strategic logic he had used in

his relationship with the Germans: leveraging external actors to consolidate his position.

This pattern of royal negotiation is illustrated clearly by the episode at Kigali. When
Johanssen and his colleagues began clearing trees in the Kigali area to establish a mission
station, Musinga abruptly halted the work, demanding payment for trees that were part of the
king's sacred forest. The group was compelled to travel to Nyanza to renegotiate, ultimately
receiving permission to establish a station in the western region between Kivu and Nyabarongo
— a location that became the Kirinda station. This episode reveals not a passive or helpless
monarch but a ruler actively managing the spatial and symbolic dimensions of missionary

presence on his territory.

A similar dynamic is evident in the establishment of the Rubengera station. When
Johanssen and Rohl sought to expand westward, King Musinga expressed multiple
reservations: concern about the growing number of European settlements eroding his political
authority; the proximity of Rubengera to the burial sites of his father and to important royal
cattle herds; and the underlying political tensions between Rwanda and the inhabitants of Idjwi
Island, whose chief had explicitly asked the missionaries not to bring Rwandans — and
especially not Tutsi — to the island, fearing betrayal to Musinga. These layered concerns
illustrate the complex political landscape within which missionary expansion operated, a
landscape shaped as much by indigenous political rivalries and symbolic geographies as by

colonial directives.

Musinga's resistance to missionary influence was not merely passive. He secretly
instructed Nyangezi, the regional chief of Bwishaza, to prevent the local population from
working for the missionaries — a covert attempt to undermine the Rubengera settlement by
denying it a labor base. This strategy of indirect obstruction, carried out beneath the surface of

formal permission, reveals a sophisticated political actor managing a difficult situation. That
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Rubengera ultimately thrived despite this opposition reflects not the irrelevance of Musinga's
authority but the limits of that authority at the local level, where chiefs like Nyangezi developed
their own relationships with the missionaries, relationships that were shaped by the practical
benefits of missionary presence — protection from raiding traders, access to new resources,

and enhanced regional prestige.

The early history of the Church and the Mwami thus resists simple narration as either
colonial imposition or indigenous resistance. It is better understood as a complex triangular
negotiation among missionaries, the Rwandan monarchy, and local chiefs, in which each party
pursued its own interests while constrained by the others'. The missionaries sought to establish
a permanent, self-sustaining presence; the Mwami sought to maintain sovereignty and balance
competing external pressures; and local chiefs sought to leverage missionary presence for
material and political advantage. Out of these competing negotiations, the foundational
geography of Presbyterianism in Rwanda — its stations at Kirinda, Rubengera, Remera-

Rukoma, and later Cyangugu — was established.

2.1.1.2. The First Contacts with Rwanda and the Establishment of Mission Stations

The Bethel missionaries' decision to extend their work to Rwanda was catalyzed by a 1905
letter from a Scottish traveler, MacQueen, who had crossed Central Africa in search of mineral
resources. MacQueen reported that the people of Idjwi Island and the adjacent Rwandan region
had readily received the Gospel, and he appealed for a Christian mission in the area. His letter
was forwarded from South Africa to Karl Rohl, a Bethel missionary in Usambara, and from
there the decision was made to dispatch missionaries to the region. A second motivation was
Ernst Johanssen's firsthand knowledge of missionary work in Uganda, which had convinced

him that Rwanda was a compelling field for Reformed Christianity.

The expedition that entered Rwanda in 1907 was carefully prepared, comprising
European and African missionaries drawn from multiple stations in the Usambara region.
Johanssen was accompanied by Gerhard Ruccius, three Tanzanian companions —
Schemlondwa, Eneya Mtunguya, and Philipo Schwemweta — and approximately thirty porters
to carry equipment. The group carried not only personal belongings but also construction
materials: tents, wooden windows, doors, tables, chairs, brick molds, and tools, testifying to
the missionaries' intention to establish a permanent institutional presence rather than merely to

engage in itinerant preaching.
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The journey to Rwanda was physically arduous and logistically complex. The group
traversed difficult terrain, negotiated colonial administrative restrictions — the German
resident von Grabwert initially refused to allow the missionaries to settle in Bugufi because of
a planned military expedition — and navigated rival claims among Rwandan and Burundian
authorities. After visiting the court of Mwami Kisabo of Burundi, the group continued to
Nyanza, where, as described above, they received Musinga's permission to begin work. They
settled at Zinga on August 2, 1907, and celebrated their first Protestant service the following
day, August 3, 1907. The Kirinda station was formally opened on August 28, 1907, and became

the principal base for the mission's expansion.

From Kirinda, the missionaries extended their work to Rubengera (January 1, 1909),
Remera-Rukoma (June 1912), and eventually Cyangugu and other stations in 1914. Each
station developed a distinctive profile, shaped by local geography, political conditions, and the
interests of nearby chiefs. At Rubengera, for example, the local chief, Nyangezi, came to value
the missionaries' presence as a stabilizing force against raiding traders, even as Musinga
attempted to undermine the settlement covertly. At Remera, the station's central location made
it a critical supply point and communications hub between the eastern and western stations.
The network of stations that emerged from these negotiations constituted the institutional

skeleton of what would become the Evangelical Presbyterian Church in Rwanda.

2.1.1.3. Early African Converts and the Social Impact of Presbyterian Evangelization

The social impact of the Bethel missionaries extended well beyond religious conversion. At
each station, the missionaries established schools, health centers, and vocational training
programs, creating institutional frameworks that brought material benefits to local
communities and gradually built relationships of trust and mutual interest. The first school at
Kirinda was opened by Ernst Johanssen and his wife on November 26, 1908, offering
instruction in reading, writing, and practical skills. By October 1909, five children — including
two Rwandan children, Nyirazesa and Bimenyimana — were enrolled, and the school became

a site of cross-cultural exchange as well as formal education.

The first baptisms and marriages conducted at the Kirinda station mark significant
milestones in the indigenization of Rwandan Presbyterianism. The first baptism, on October
21, 1909, was followed by the baptism of the first seven Rwandan converts in January 1911 by
Pastor Heman Roseler — including Habumugisha Petero, Nyirangwe Yohana, Sebuturo

Dawidi, Nyirazera, Nyirazesa Debora, Kinazi Ruth, Niragire Nathanael, and Nyirabugoyi
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Elizabeth. The first Rwandan wedding, celebrated in 1910 and officiated by Johanssen, marked
the beginning of the church's engagement with the social structures of Rwandan life. These
early sacramental acts signal the beginning of a process by which Christian practice was

gradually indigenized and embedded in Rwandan social life.

Particularly significant is the role of African missionaries from Usambara, Tanzania —
including Linea Tungura, Andereya from Muga, and Gatamo — who contributed substantially
to the mission's early development. Their presence complicates any simple narrative of
European missionaries converting passive African recipients; rather, it points to the
collaborative, multi-ethnic character of the early mission enterprise and to the agency of
African Christians in extending Reformed Christianity across East Africa. The contribution of
Tanzanian Christians to the Rwandan mission represents an early instance of African

missionary initiative that prefigures the later process of full ecclesiastical indigenization.

2.2. The Belgian Society of Protestant Missions in Congo and the Continuation of

Rwandan Presbyterianism

The transfer of the Bethel mission stations to the Belgian Society of Protestant Missions in
Congo (S.B.M.P.C.) following the First World War was the product of complex diplomatic
negotiations conducted at the intersection of colonial politics and ecclesiastical organization.
The S.B.M.P.C. had been founded in 1910, emerging from discussions within the General
Assembly of the European Christian Missionary Brotherhood (E.C.M.B.) and the Synods of
the United Protestant Churches of Belgium. Its founding statutes articulated a dual mandate: to
propagate the Gospel and to contribute to the colonial civilizing project through education,
vocational training, and healthcare. This dual mandate positioned the society as simultaneously
a religious and colonial institution, a characteristic it shared with many missionary

organizations of the era.

The society's general secretary, Pastor H. Anet, arrived in Rwanda in May 1921 and
immediately engaged in diplomatic negotiations with both the Belgian colonial administration
and local Rwandan authorities. Anet's reception by the acting Resident, G. Mortehan, who
promised full administrative support, illustrates the structural alignment between Protestant
mission activity and colonial governance during this period. Anet's visit to the former Remera

station revealed the devastation wrought by war and looting, with the local population

10
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traumatized and the station infrastructure converted to military use — a sobering illustration of

the costs of missionary displacement.

2.2.1. Education, Social Development, and the Limits of Colonial Mission

Education was the central pillar of the S.B.M.P.C.'s mission in Rwanda. Mission schools
provided literacy programs, vocational training, and theological education for future church
leaders, equipping Rwandans not only with religious knowledge but with the practical skills
necessary for participation in an increasingly modernizing society. Beyond education, the
society introduced medical services, constructing hospitals and clinics that served local
communities and built the trust necessary for sustained evangelical work. These institutional
investments — schools, clinics, agricultural projects — constituted the material infrastructure

of a church that was simultaneously a religious community and a social development agency.

Yet the social benefits of missionary activity were inseparable from its colonial
entanglements. The S.B.M.P.C. operated in a predominantly Catholic landscape, facing
opposition from colonial authorities who favored Catholic missions and who imposed
restrictions on Protestant land acquisition and church establishment. Protestant missionaries
encountered the paradox of being simultaneously agents of liberation — providing education
and healthcare to communities otherwise neglected by colonial structures — and agents of
colonialism, dependent on colonial authorization and aligned with imperial interests. This
structural ambiguity shaped the character of Rwandan Presbyterianism in ways that would not

be fully confronted until after the catastrophe of 1994.

2.3. From Mission to Church: Autonomy and Indigenous Leadership (1959-
1990)

The grant of ecclesiastical independence to the Evangelical Presbyterian Church of Rwanda in
1959 marked the formal beginning of the church's transition from a missionary institution to
an indigenous ecclesial body. The timing was not coincidental: independence came in the same
year that Rwanda's political landscape was being transformed by the Hutu social revolution
and the declining authority of the Belgian colonial administration. The church's indigenization
thus occurred within a broader context of national political transformation, a context that

shaped both the opportunities and the constraints it encountered.

11
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Over the following decades, the church underwent significant institutional
development. The formation of a General Synod in 1965, the renaming of the church as the
Presbyterian Church in Rwanda two years later, and the growth of parish networks from three
stations to forty-seven parishes by the 1980s reflect a church in vigorous expansion. The
establishment of five synod regions — Kirinda, Rubengera, Remera, Gisenyi, and Kigali — by
1987 indicated the church's growing geographical reach and organizational complexity. The
recognition of women's pastoral ministry in 1981 and the ordination of Renate Ndayisaba as
the first female pastor represented a significant theological development, one that positioned

the Rwandan church ahead of many of its international partner churches.

New ecumenical partnerships — with the Swiss Missionary Association, the
Deaconesses of Landli, and the Reformed Churches of the Netherlands — supplemented the
church's resources and connected it to international Reformed networks. Yet these partnerships
also perpetuated financial dependencies that the later decentralization process would seek to
address. The 1994 genocide would expose the costs of a church insufficiently rooted in a

prophetic theological tradition capable of challenging political violence.

2.4. The Presbyterian Church in Rwanda During the Genocide Against the Tutsi
(1990-1996)

The genocide against the Tutsi in 1994 constitutes the most profound rupture in the history of
Rwandan Christianity, and the Presbyterian Church's experience of that catastrophe is both
representative of the broader failures of organized religion in Rwanda and distinctive in its
subsequent response. From 1973 to 1994, both Catholic and Protestant church leaders had
cultivated close relationships with the MRND regime of Habyarimana, relationships that
isolated them from the population and compromised their capacity for prophetic intervention.
When violence escalated in the early 1990s and culminated in genocide, many church leaders
were found to be complicit in or silent before the killings — a failure of moral courage that the

church itself would later acknowledge with remarkable candor.

The Presbyterian Church, like the entire nation, experienced this period as a
catastrophic trauma. Thousands of church members and pastors were killed; congregations
were shattered; the church's institutional infrastructure was severely damaged. The genocide
exposed a fundamental theological failure: the church had not developed the resources — in

its preaching, its teaching, its institutional culture — to challenge the ethnic ideology that made

12



African Multidisciplinary Journal of Research (AMJR) Vol. 1 (I), 2026, ISSN 2518-2986 (508-525)

the killings possible. As one church document acknowledges, the transformation of mindsets
through the Gospel had not been made sufficiently central to the church's agenda, a deficiency

that the post-genocide period would seek urgently to address.

At its annual General Synod held in Kigali from December 10 to 15, 1996, the
Presbyterian Church took the extraordinary step of publicly confessing and repenting before
God and the Rwandan nation for its failures during the genocide. The synod's statement
acknowledged that the church had been incapable of opposing or denouncing either the
planning or the execution of the genocide, and it called on Christians worldwide to denounce
murder and resist ethnicism. This act of institutional repentance — unusual in its candor and
its public character — represented a decisive turning point in the church's self-understanding

and set the theological agenda for the reconstruction period that followed.

2.5. Reconstruction, Reconciliation, and Reorientation (1997-2007)

The post-genocide period was marked by intensive efforts at institutional reconstruction,
theological renewal, and community reconciliation. The church expanded its ministry to
establish new congregations nationwide and reoriented its programmatic priorities toward
holistic development, encompassing evangelism, education, healthcare, and the specific
pastoral challenges posed by genocide trauma. The Department of Church Growth, one of five
organizational departments, coordinated activities ranging from the annual commemoration of
the 1994 genocide to evangelical campaigns, pastoral training, and the funding of church

construction across Rwanda's provinces and districts.

Particularly significant was the church's engagement with reconciliation as a
theological and social practice. Working with perpetrators to acknowledge guilt and seek
forgiveness from survivors, and with survivors to extend that forgiveness, the church developed
what might be described — drawing on its own internal reflection — as a ministry of healing
for both the church and the nation. This ministry engaged directly with the legacy of complicity
that the 1996 synod had confessed, seeking to rebuild not merely institutional structures but

the social fabric of communities torn apart by violence.

The centenary jubilee of 2007 marked both a celebratory retrospective and a forward-
looking reorientation. The decision, taken that year, to formally end the missionary era and

begin decentralization reflected the church's growing confidence in its indigenous capacities

13
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and its determination to build a self-sustaining institutional model no longer dependent on

external financial and organizational support.

2.6. Decentralization and Institutional Consolidation (2008-2025)

The decentralization process initiated in 2008 represents the most recent and in many respects
the most structurally significant phase in the history of Rwandan Presbyterianism. For much
of its history, the church's governance had been highly centralized, with financial control and
decision-making concentrated at the institutional headquarters. This model, effective in the
early stages of institutional development, had become increasingly inadequate as the church
grew in size and geographical complexity, and as local parishes developed needs that
centralized administration could not easily address. Inspired in part by Calvinist principles of
congregational self-sufficiency, the church embarked on a systematic reorganization to

empower local parishes with greater financial autonomy and decision-making authority.

The practical implementation of decentralization has involved establishing income-
generating activities at the parish level, agricultural projects, and community-based enterprises
to reduce reliance on central church funding and external partnerships. Parishes have been
encouraged to develop sustainable financial practices and to take ownership of local ministry
and social programming. The results have been uneven: some parishes have embraced the new
model and developed robust self-sustaining strategies, while others — particularly those in
areas characterized by poverty, small congregational size, or limited financial expertise — have
struggled to adapt. These disparities reflect the broader challenge of decentralization in a

context of significant socio-economic inequality.

The theological rationale for decentralization draws on the church's Reformed heritage,
particularly its understanding of the local congregation as the primary locus of ecclesial life.
As one church document articulates, following Paul Tillich, the church must hold together
biblical truth and the realities of the world, engaging in practical ways with the challenges
facing its communities while remaining grounded in the Gospel. This theological framework
positions decentralization not merely as an organizational reform but as an expression of the

church's core convictions about the dignity and responsibility of local Christian communities.
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Conclusion

The history of Presbyterianism in Rwanda reveals a movement that transitioned from a foreign
missionary initiative, shaped by the intersections of German and Belgian colonialism, to an
indigenous ecclesial institution with its own theological identity, institutional culture, and
social vision. Across five distinct historical phases, the Presbyterian Church in Rwanda
negotiated the competing pressures of colonial authority, Rwandan political change, genocide,
and post-conflict reconstruction, emerging from each crisis with a deepened sense of its own

identity and responsibilities.

This trajectory illuminates several themes of broader significance for the study of
African Christianity. It demonstrates that the indigenization of missionary Christianity is
neither automatic nor linear but is achieved through sustained processes of negotiation,
institutional development, and theological reflection. It shows that the relationship between the
church and the Rwandan monarchy was characterized by mutual calculation and strategic
agency rather than simple colonial imposition. And it reveals that the catastrophe of 1994,
while exposing profound institutional failures, also catalyzed a process of theological renewal

and institutional reform that has left the church stronger and more self-aware than it was before.

The Presbyterian Church's experience thus contributes to broader scholarly
understanding of how Reformed Christianity has been received, negotiated, and reappropriated
in East African contexts. Its history of colonial entanglement, indigenous agency, genocide,
confession, and reconstruction offers a compelling case study in the dynamics of postcolonial
Christianity, one that merits continued scholarly attention and that speaks to enduring questions

about the relationship between faith, power, and social transformation in Africa.
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