
Free download 
Christianity Rediscovered

 Pdf
 Vincent J. Donovan

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/yYpaW/Christianity-Rediscovered-Vincent-J-Donovan
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/yYpaW/Christianity-Rediscovered-Vincent-J-Donovan
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/yYpaW/Christianity-Rediscovered-Vincent-J-Donovan
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/yYpaW/Christianity-Rediscovered-Vincent-J-Donovan
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/yYpaW/Christianity-Rediscovered-Vincent-J-Donovan


This profound and thought-provoking book is one of the classics of modern missionary writing.
Superficially just a good missionary story, about how one man brought a number of groups of
Masai people in east Africa to Christian faith, it is something much more than that. For in what
the author says about the method and content of evangelism; the meaning of the eucharist; and
the nature of ministry, we are led back to the question our understandings of the mission of the
church in all its contexts. For Donovan, his experiences in Africa meant a total reappraisal of the
meaning of his faith, and therefore a rediscovery of his Christianity. His book, which is written
with moving simplicity, continues to represent a provocative challenge to all those engaged in
issues of evangelism and multiculturalism.



Vincent J. Donovan, C.S.Sp.15 August 1926–13 May 2000Christianity RediscoveredTwenty-Fifth
Anniversary EditionVincent J. DonovanFounded in 1970, Orbis Books endeavors to publish
works that enlighten the mind, nourish the spirit, and challenge the conscience. The publishing
arm of the Maryknoll Fathers and Brothers, Orbis seeks to explore the global dimensions of the
Christian faith and mission, to invite dialogue with the diverse cultures and religious traditions,
and to serve the cause of reconciliation and peace. The books published reflect the views of
their authors and do not represent the official position of the Maryknoll Society.To obtain more
information about Maryknoll and Orbis Books, please visit our website at .First edition copyright
© 1978 by Fides/Claretian Press, 221 West Madison, Chicago, Illinois 60606. Twenty-fifth
anniversary edition with interpretive essays by Nora Koren, Lamin Sanneh and Eugene Hillman
copyright © 2003 by Orbis Books.Published by Orbis Books, Maryknoll, New York, U.S.A.All
rights reserved.No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by
any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information
storage or retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from Orbis Books, P.O. Box 308,
Maryknoll NY 10545-0308, U.S.A.Manufactured in the United States of America.Library of
Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataDonovan, Vincent J., 1926–Christianity rediscovered /
Vincent J. Donovan.—25th anniversary ed.p. cm.Includes bibliographical references.1.
Christianity—Essence, genius, nature. 2. Masai (African people)—Missions. 3. Missions—Africa,
East. I. Title.BT60 .D63 2003230—dc212002034905For my family,from whom I first learned the
meaning of love and sacrifice and loyalty of a communityContentsPublisher's Preface to the
Twenty-Fifth Anniversary EditionPreface to the First Orbis EditionIntroduction1. One Hundred
Years in East Africa2. The Masai3. A Time to Be Silent and a Time to Think4. A Time to Speak
and a Time to Act5. What Do You Think of the Christ?6. The Response7. A Time for Laughter
and a Time for Tears8. Churches: The New, the Young, and the Particular9. Signs of the
Times10. The Winds of ChangeAn African CreedTHE AUTHOR, THE BROTHER, THE
BOOKThree Perspectives on the Man and the MessageVincent Donovan's Discovery of Post-
Western ChristianityLamin SannehVincent Donovan as Friend and MissiologistEugene Hillman,
C.S.Sp.A Sister Remembers Her BrotherNora KorenPublisher's Preface to the Twenty-Fifth
Anniversary EditionIn both its British and American editions, Christianity Rediscovered has been
an extraordinary success for a quarter century, and its ability to attract new readers does not
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of Africa and its traditions, on how Christianity has taken root there, and on the missiological
lessons to be learned in the process whereby Africans have taken the Christian message into
their cultures, languages, and lifeways. Their essays bring into relief the significance of
Donovan's Christianity Rediscovered for new generations of readers.The third perspective is a
personal memoir by his sister, Nora. To those who knew Vince only professionally, he was a
powerful intellect with a reserved, shy manner. He was reported to have been hard to get to
know. His sister's perspective reveals that Vincent Donovan was known best within the intimate
circle of the family and by those to whom he empathetically ministered as missionary and pastor.
Vincent Donovan discovered the profound humanity of the Masai people. He came to love them
and to be loved by them. That experience transformed him into a man who influenced countless
others as a writer, university chaplain, and pastor in his native land.Orbis Books is honored to be
able to commend this wonderful book to a new generation of readers.Preface to the First Orbis
EditionIn developing a line of thought in a book, one's hope is that readers will easily discern the
main purpose of the book and will react to that basic thought, correcting it, developing it,
applying it in ways not foreseen even by the author. A parish priest in the United States remarked
that even though Christianity Rediscovered was written in an African context, out of African
experience, it was clear to him the book was really written about the church in Europe and
America. I was gratified it was that clear. I had hoped readers would realize it. But more than that,
I had hoped they would be able to take that basic thought and apply it to the church in America
and elsewhere in a way that I could never do; that somehow the same principles must apply to
the church anywhere. It has been a long time since I began to understand that mission is not a
one-way street moving away from the home church to the foreign mission field. The new, the
young, and the particular churches of the Third World, spoken of by Vatican II, have something
to say, in turn, to the church at large.A very interesting response to the book has been the
observation that there is in it traces of a movement away from the theology of salvation to a new
theological stance, a movement not so much articulated in the book as acted out—something
like the melody of a new unwritten song that haunts you, with the notes and the words not yet in
place. It is there just out of your reach and the melody haunts you because it is not yet complete,
but you will recognize the song when it is complete: a new song that many are trying to sing
today in place of the ancient hymn of salvation.The theology of salvation was the theory on
which all mission activity was based, out of which that activity flowed. The mission compound
with its many necessary buildings was the symbol of that theory and theology. The compound
stood for the church, the ark and haven of salvation, the repository of grace, and, indeed, of
God. Outside that compound lay the vast area of tribal life and pagan culture empty of all worth
and goodness and holiness and salvation. The missionary process was a movement away from
tribal and human life and culture to the church where salvation resided. It was a process of
salvation from this world and from human life. The sacramental system flowed out of that
process, with Baptism serving the urgent function of saving people from that life; Confession, of
retrieving them when they had fallen back into it; Communion, of protecting them, especially



their bodies, against that life; Holy Orders, of lifting them above that life completely, and Extreme
Unction, of bidding farewell finally and with some relief to that life.And whether in the mission
field or on the home front one cannot rest one's missionary eyes. Missionaries looking at the
church in America would be worried by what they see. Because what they see is a bad
missionary situation. Not just the sharp decline in active participation in church community and
the draining away of the young, but a church life that is not much more relevant to the human life
lived in the neighborhoods surrounding it than the mission compound was to the tribal life of the
Africans. The parish church could very well be the mission compound of the American scene, a
beleaguered, outpost colony in an alien world.Baptism, Eucharist, Matrimony, and the Anointing
of the Sick in America have become more attractive liturgical ceremonies, but their meaning for
human life in this time and place seems to elude us. Defined by Augustine, put into doctrinal
form by Aquinas, counted by the Council of Trent, the sacraments seem to have come to the end
of the process of exploration and discovery. Despite the flurry of books since Vatican II, there
has been no systematic treatment or study of the sacraments, as desperately as it is needed.
They become more and more unreal. Confirmation is in a limbo of uncertainty. People, voting
with their feet, have all but eliminated Confession, and with it, penance and the forgiveness that
haunts the pages of the New Testament. The ministry of the church is still being based on the
very doubtful future of the dwindling vocations of the seminaries. Christian communities are
being closed down. Pastoral positions are being filled with a flow of priests from outside the
country. Almost any solution is being considered except the one that would make us face, as
honestly as possible, the authentic meaning and implications of New Testament
ministry.Evangelization is a process of bringing the gospel to people where they are, not where
you would like them to be. And where they are in America is at a stage somewhere between a
faith and a religion. You have to respect that stage of belief as much as you would respect the
stage of belief of a pagan tribe, without necessarily admitting that either one is Christianity, or the
church as it should be.Evangelization in America presents many different and interesting
challenges. In this book I describe work among a famous African tribe. I realized, when I came
back to America, that here on the home front I had left behind me one of the most exotic tribes of
all—the young people of America. They have their own form of dress symbolized by the
omnipresent blue jeans; their own food, not always the most nutritious; their own music, which, I
confess, I do not understand; their own rituals enacted as they listen to their music in concert;
their own language, their own values remarkably similar from New York to California. Dress,
food, music, ritual, language, values—these are the things that make up a tribe, or a sub-culture
as they have been called. It is to that tribe, as they are, that the gospel must be brought.A young
person in an American university, reflecting on the line of thought presented in this book, offered
some advice: “In working with young people in America, do not try to call them back to where
they were, and do not try to call them to where you are, as beautiful as that place might seem to
you. You must have the courage to go with them to a place that neither you nor they have ever
been before.” Good missionary advice, and a beautiful description of the unpredictable process



of evangelization, a process leading to that new place where none of us has ever been
before.When the gospel reaches a people where they are, their response to that gospel is the
church in a new place, and the song they will sing is that new, unsung song, that unwritten
melody that haunts all of us. What we have to be involved in is not the revival of the church or the
reform of the church. It has to be nothing less than what Paul and the Fathers of the Council of
Jerusalem were involved in for their time—the refounding of the Catholic church for our age.Two
things must come together to lead us to that new place—the gospel and the sacred arena of
people's lives. What we referred to tentatively in Africa as the naked gospel, what Karl Rahner
describes theologically as the “final and fundamental substance of the Christian message,” must
be brought to bear on the real flesh and blood world in which we live. The result, I think, could be
a new church in a new place, a new ministry of the priesthood of all believers, away from the
temple, far from the altar and sanctuary, out in the midst of human life as it is lived in the
neighborhoods, in the teeming, forlorn city; a ministry of politics and law, a ministry of
commerce, a ministry of sports and entertainment and music, a ministry of human life and love;
a ministry in which all of life and all of the world would be offered up with the bread and wine. All
this is my body.The premise of this book is that every theology or theory must be based on
previous missionary experience, and that any theory or theology which is not based on previous
experience is empty words, of use to no one. The conviction of the book is the belief that the
gospel itself, untied to any social service or other inducement, is a message filled with power
and fertility and creativity and freedom. The main thrust of the book describes an attempt to
empower a particular people with the freedom and total responsibility of that gospel. This
experience, lived out in the lonely pastoral setting of the Masai steppes of East Africa, is far
removed from the spreading urban-technological society in which we live. Can the experience of
the one world be of any value to the other? I do not know. I can only say the cry of hopelessness
I heard then in that desert setting is not much different from the cry I hear today in the wasteland
of our cities.The prophet Micah heard the city of Jerusalem, the gathering place for all the tribes
and nations, crying aloud. He urged it to continue crying so that someone might respond to that
cry. “Cry out, daughter of Zion,” he said, “the Lord himself will hear you.” The cry of Jerusalem is
the cry of the city today. It is the cry of the church, the new Jerusalem. It is the cry of all the tribes
and nations of the earth yearning to be filled at the messianic banquet table. The cry of
Jerusalem is the cry of creation groaning and travailing even until now, waiting for the revelation
of the sons and daughters of God. “Preach the gospel to all creation,” Christ said. Are we only
now beginning to understand what he meant? I believe the unwritten melody that haunts this
book ever so faintly, the new song waiting to be sung in place of the hymn of salvation, is simply
the song of creation. To move away from the theology of salvation to the theology of creation
may be the task of our time.—Vincent J. DonovanIntroductionEvangelism is not the most popular
subject in the church today, the church of the post-Vatican II era. Conversion, to most people, no
longer means “metanoia.” It means rather proselytism and is a pejorative word. Missionary work,
which involves taking the message of Christ to people who do not believe in him, who indeed



have never heard of him, thus becomes a distasteful task. Many misgivings, fears, and
suspicions revolve around the whole missionary movement and missionary history—the
violence done to the cultures, customs, and consciousness of peoples, the callousness and
narrow-mindedness found in that history. The author of this book was involved in all of that.I
wonder if it would remove some of the misgivings if the reader would understand that that is
precisely what this book is all about. Suppose you were a missionary and you realized how
questionable the whole system was. And yet suppose you believed in Christianity, believed that
Christianity had something to say to the world that is pagan—for that is what it is, more than
three-quarters pagan. What then? What would you do?Maybe you would do as we did, begin all
over again from the beginning. That means precisely what it says, starting from the beginning,
with, perhaps, only one conviction to guide you, a belief that Christianity is of value to the world
around it. That is presumption enough. Beyond that, no preconceived ideas either as to what
Christianity is or what paganism is. What it means is a willingness to search honestly for that
Christianity and to be open to those pagan cultures; to bring Christianity and paganism together
and see what happens, if anything happens; to see what emerges if anything can emerge,
without knowing what the end result will be.The actual carrying out of such a quest has been an
adventure, a journey of the mind and of the soul, a disconcerting, disturbing, shattering,
humbling journey. I would like to invite the reader to go on that journey with me. But before
commencing it, one would want to have the same openmindedness toward it, with no
convictions beyond the one that Christianity is something of value; no preconceived notions
about God, salvation, Christ, the meaning of being a Christian, the church, the sacraments, the
liturgy, the priesthood, or anything else traditionally associated with Christianity. Without such an
openness of mind on the part of the reader, this book would make no sense.I believe that this
particular journey is a voyage of discovery. But how to communicate that discovery, how to share
it with others? A participant in a discovery such as this will feel none of the elation and
contentment found by a mathematician whose discovery can be satisfactorily demonstrated to
his colleagues, nor any of that found in a doctor or a scientist whose breakthrough will soon
make itself felt in the world. The experience of discovery such as I am describing is rather more
like the loneliness of a person who has climbed to a mountain peak and sees spread out around
him the most beautiful panoramic vision and vista and finds it completely impossible to describe
that vision, or even to discuss it, except with someone who agrees to climb that peak in
turn.1One Hundred Years in East AfricaBwaga MoyoOne would think it would be a fairly simple
matter to define missionary work, to describe it, to explain its meaning, its purpose, and the
methods by which it must be carried out. One would think, also, that a missionary from East
Africa, for instance, would find no difficulty in communicating with a colleague working in South
America. Both thoughts might be true if missionary work had not been carried out in history. But
history has ensured that communication is virtually impossible between the aforementioned
missionaries. And history has offered the opportunity to deflect and distort the meaning of
missionary work in every age.History, of course, has also offered us the opportunity to



understand better the mission of the church, but for some reason we have rarely availed
ourselves of this opportunity. The history of East Africa in modern times, an era that coincides
with the time of the missions in that area, is a good example. Right from the beginning of the
missions in East Africa there have been factors at work which have deflected missionary work
from true center and which leave us today, in any discussion on the matter, floundering on the
periphery.Consider the problem facing the first missionaries who came to East Africa just over a
century ago: slavery. It is not easy for us, so far removed in time from that period, to imagine the
dimensions of the problem. Before slavery, as a system, came to East Africa, the people had an
orderly, fairly stable way of life. But when the Arab slave traders and their European backers
arrived on the scene, they brought havoc and confusion and misery unimaginable. There was
scarcely a section or a tribe of East Africa that was not affected by it in one way or another.
Anarchy took the place of the order that was once the life of the East African tribes. The Arab
raiders went far inland to get their slaves and they drove them back to the coast toward Zanzibar.
The last stop on the mainland was Bagamoyo.1It is said that Bagamoyo takes its name from the
two Swahili words, bwaga and moyo. Bwaga means to throw down, or put down, or let down. In a
long safari, the one leading the safari, at different points, would yell to the porters, “Bwaga
mizigo,” “put down your loads.” Moyo means heart. Bwaga moyo would thus mean, “Put down
your heart.” Bagamoyo was the place where the captured slave, after his long trip from the
interior, would put down his heart, lay down the burden of his heart, give up hope—because it
was his last contact with his own country before the trip to Zanzibar and a life of misery.It is easy
to understand the feeling of the missionaries who arrived on the scene in the last century, their
concern with doing something about the system of slavery which was the cause of all these
horrors. They did the only thing they could in the circumstances. They bought the slaves. They
bought them left and right, with all the money they could get their hands on. They bought them
by the hundreds and by the thousands—and they christianized all they bought. Buying slaves
and christianizing them became, in fact, the principal method of the apostolate not only in East
Africa, but on the entire continent. There were exceptions to this method, such as the work in
Uganda, which was begun some time after that in Zanzibar and Bagamoyo.2Money for this vast
enterprise was supplied by Rome, by Protestant missionary societies, and by antislavery
societies in Europe and America. The missionaries were, in good conscience, fighting the
system of slavery. But in looking back, one wonders if the best way to fight a system was to buy
the products of that system.The missionaries bought those slaves, took care of them and fed
them by means of huge farms and plantations, run by the ex-slaves themselves. One would feel
reassured if the missionary journals of that time showed evidence that the lot of the ex-slaves
was noticeably better than that of their slave counterparts on Zanzibar or elsewhere. Physical
cruelty, of course, was never part of the mission compound regime. But the word “free” might not
be the most accurate word to describe life on the mission plantations. And even for that freedom,
such as it was, there was a price to be paid—acceptance of the Christian religion.One wonders
how many missionaries of the time questioned the wisdom of what they were doing. Because



what they were doing was sheer folly. They were trying to build the church in the most artificial
way imaginable. Following baptism of these ex-slaves, and the training of many of them in the
work-shop schools, the mission arranged marriages among them, hoping to settle them as
Christian families and villages on some part of the vast “mission compound.” According to the
normal rate of progression, by our time a century later, the number of Christians descended from
these ex-slaves should have reached gigantic proportions. But just the opposite is true. Their
number is negligible in East Africa. The apostolate to the slaves had been a miserable failure.But
perhaps more serious in the long run—this early missionary effort in East Africa has left its
subtle mark, the mark of slavery, on all succeeding generations of missionary work. The mission
compounds are still in evidence in East Africa. And the questionable motivation for baptism, the
subservience and dependence of the christianized peoples, the condescension of the
missionaries, are themes that have returned again and again in the intervening hundred years.
And the distortion as to the purpose and meaning and methods of missionary work has taken us
far from true center.Bagamoyo stands like a ghost town today, with its huge and empty
cathedral, its slave blockhouse, its tall coconut trees with their branches hardly stirring in the
stupefying heat, and its melancholy graveyard filled with the remains of so many young
missionaries, with the sleep of a century upon them.Bwaga moyo indeed—“leave here your
heart and hopes,” a fitting symbol for the thousands of slaves, the many missionaries, and a half-
century of missionary work in Africa.Up from SlaveryThere was one man who was worried about
the apostolate to the slaves—as far as missionary work was concerned—and did something
about it. Just after the turn of the century, about the year 1906, Joseph Shanahan, bishop of
Southern Nigeria, took money which was coming from Propaganda in Rome, money sent
specifically to ransom slaves, and used it to begin the building of the extensive school system of
Southern Nigeria. He not only affected the destiny of a tribe, the Ibos; he helped to change the
missionary history of all Africa. A new era began in the African missions with Bishop
Shanahan.3Not long after Bishop Shanahan, both East and West Africa took up the school
system as a new apostolic method. The schools were not much to begin with, mostly
catechetical or bush schools, where reading, writing, and religion were taught. Religion was the
main subject. And the main character on the scene was the catechist. He became the mainstay
of every mission compound. He was usually a dedicated and good-living man, not young, and
not trained. One aspect of the apostolate to the slaves carried over into the catechetical period—
an emphasis on children, the parents of tomorrow. The catechist has persisted on the East
African mission scene even until the present time—but with nothing of his former importance. An
alarming fact was noted in a survey which was made in the early sixties, a survey which covered
all of East Africa. It was the fact that ninety percent of all religious instruction was being given,
not by the missionary or the priest, but by the catechist. Even in this directly religious task,
preaching the gospel such as it was, the missionary was not immediately involved, was not at
the center, but was off somewhere in the periphery. But worse than that, these untrained
catechists were ignorant of the true Christian message, and they passed on their ignorance to



others. It was not a comforting thought in the early sixties to realize that a major portion of the
edifice of the church and of Christianity in East Africa rested on that shaky foundation.4The
catechetical schools gradually developed into schools of secular learning; into primary schools,
middle schools, secondary schools, teachers’ training colleges. The battle of the schools was
on. Catholics and Protestants joined earnestly in the battle. It is hard for someone who was not
there during that time to understand the intensity and bitterness of the struggle. Whoever got the
schools in a certain area was sure to get the Christians who came out of those schools. The
basic premise underlying all of this was that if children entered a mission school, they would not
emerge from that school without being Christians. And the premise was essentially correct.Now,
in the place of the catechist, the teacher of secular subjects became the main figure on mission
compounds and in mission out-stations. He became the right hand of the missionary and the
instrument of missionary policy. It is no exaggeration to say that the school became the
missionary method of East Africa. This was a policy eagerly backed by Rome. In 1928,
Monsignor Hinsley, Apostolic Visitor to East Africa, told a gathering of bishops in Dar es Salaam:
“Where it is impossible for you to carry on both the immediate task of evangelization and your
educational work, neglect your churches in order to perfect your schools.”5Young missionaries
followed that advice and spent their lives acquiring, building up, supplying, and teaching in
schools of every description. This activity continued down into the sixties. There is no doubt
about it, it was a heady experience being in the forefront of an adventure that was bringing
education on an enormous scale, to what was then called an underdeveloped country.But to
return to the original question of this book: what is the purpose and meaning of missionary
work? Once again, historical factors had intervened and thrown out of focus the essential
notions of this important issue. I think few missionaries of the time of the educational apostolate
could have given a straightforward answer to the question.The colonial governments were slow
to recognize the value of the school system, or perhaps were afraid of its implications. At any
rate, it can be truly said that the school system of East Africa was the creation, by and large, of
the mission. Eventually the governments did move in on the educational field, and with
increasingly feverish activity as independence neared, tried to take over more and more of the
program. But they had a late start. At the time of independence in Tanganyika, for instance, in
the year 1961, seventy percent of all the schools in the country were still being run by the
missions.By the time independence came to the three East African countries, the missions had
come to maturity. All three leaders of these countries had been educated in mission schools,
and two of them continued to be professing Christians. The parliaments of all three countries
were filled with Christian legislators. The number of Christians had grown to sizeable and
representative proportions of the countries involved. Education was not the only benefit
Christianity had brought to Africa. Western medicine and other elements of civilization had
penetrated the most remote areas. There was reason for immense satisfaction in looking at the
credit side of the missionary ledger.But let us look at the debit side:1) Missionary and church
work had become even more child-oriented than ever it was in the slavery and catechetical days.



2) Religion had become a subject taught in the school, similar to mathematics or Swahili. 3)
Liturgy had been entirely neglected. 4) After close to a hundred years of the church's presence
in the country, the first African bishop was set up as an Ordinary in a diocese of Tanganyika, in
the very year of independence. There was none in Kenya. 5) African clergy, numerous among
certain tribes, were few in proportion to the overall number of Christians. In the important and
large diocese of Nairobi, there was only one African priest. Such African priests as there were
had become, through their training, almost completely un-African, and extremely conservative
and suspicious of any change. 6) In this educational period, an old familiar price had come to be
exacted from those who sought a new freedom, freedom from ignorance—and that price was
the acceptance of Christianity. 7) As far as Christianity itself was concerned, an inward-turned,
individual-salvation-oriented, unadapted Christianity had been planted in Africa. 8) The Christian
churches were made up of subservient, dependent people. As far as finances went, there was
scarcely a diocese or a parish that could have stood on its own, without continued outside
support. 9) The Holy Ghost Fathers, the White Fathers, the Maryknoll Fathers, the Capuchins,
and the Benedictines were firmly established in East Africa, but it is doubtful if the church was.
Mission compounds resembled nothing so much as foreign outposts. 10) Missionaries, who
should have had pride and contentment in their accomplishments, were in the greatest
quandary of all. Few of them had really wanted independence to come, and when it had, many
of them had lost their nerve, their sense of direction and purpose. 11) The newly independent
governments were to become increasingly jealous of the schools as their prerogative, and by
1970 all mission schools in the new Tanzania,6 for instance, were taken over completely by the
government. By this one swift move the government was to rob the missionaries of their main
apostolic method, and to render the advice of that Apostolic Visitor of 1928 hollow indeed. 12)
Finally, the meaning and purpose of missionary work had been so thoroughly distorted that it
was scarcely recognizable. Missionaries were at a loss to describe meaningful missionary
methods in the existing situation.A badly deteriorating situation almost received its “coup de
grace” from the turbulent events of the sixties.Whither Mission?Among the first ones to jump into
the void of missionary thinking were the African leaders of newly independent countries. Very
capable and thinking men, these leaders addressed themselves time and time again to the
missionaries in their countries. They lectured them on the meaning of missionary work. Thanking
them for their past contributions, they reminded them that the day of the school apostolate and
the medical apostolate were swiftly passing away, and they called on them for a new missionary
contribution. They invited them to take part in the battle against ignorance, poverty, and disease.
They encouraged them to take an important part in nation building and in aid to developing
countries of the third world, as they were now known. They asked them to be servants of these
developing countries, to serve under the respective governments of these countries, to help
them carry out their policies both internal and sometimes even foreign—as regards Rhodesia,
Portugal, and South Africa. They were specifically invited to be “agricultural missionaries” in one
country. The president of another East African country was actually asked to address the



General Chapter of one missionary congregation, involved in the up-dating of its missionary
aims and purpose. There is no doubt that he influenced that congregation tremendously. The
sim ilarity, even to wording, between his speech and their new guidelines is remarkable.7One
cannot doubt the intelligence or the sincerity of these African leaders. They are extraordinary
men, and any missionary who has even had contact with them, cannot but feel a deep
admiration for them. And they can give us a deep insight into the aspirations and needs of the
African people. They can even serve as signs of the times for us. But the question still must be
asked: When we are searching for the deepest biblical and theological meaning of missionary
work, is it to statesmen and politicians that we should turn for the answer?The decade of the
sixties was also the time of the Second Vatican Council and its aftermath. One of the most
important discussions of that assembly was the debate on the mission of the church. It was a
very intense debate, which tension does not fully appear in the finished documents of the
Council.8 It was a debate over whether the deepest meaning of the mission of the church
concerned itself with the evangelization of pagan peoples, or with the reevangelization of
Christian peoples. There were some firm principles enunciated with regard to the primacy of first
evangelization, as it was called, but there was also compromise allowed when it came down to
spelling out the all-important distinction between missionary and pastoral work. In another
important section of the Council proceedings, the Catholic church went on record for the first
time in its history in support of true freedom of conscience and tolerance for other religions.
Every missionary was grateful for the immense amount of light thrown on the missionary
situation by the Second Vatican Council.But shortly after the Council, one began to hear such
statements as, “France is the mission. Holland is the mission,” or, “Chicago is as much mission
as Nairobi.” Young Dutch members of missionary congregations began to desire to be
missionaries to the Dutch, to the people of their own country, especially the young, who needed
them as much as any people in foreign mission stations ever would.Then the voice of tolerance
began to be heard questioning missionary work among peoples of non-Christian religions. This
voice insisted that it was a violation of conscience to convert any people from their own beliefs to
beliefs of your choosing.Finally from all of this there emerged the new definition of missionary
work: aid to developing countries, material help to these countries without any strings attached.
Conversion was out of the question. A new breed of missionaries appeared—behind the plow,
laying pipes, digging wells, introducing miracle grains, bringing progress and development to the
peoples of the third world—a kind of ecclesiastical peace corps. This is the new and exciting
meaning of missionary work and of missionaries—a discovery of our time.9I wonder if one would
be allowed to ask what is new about it. Material development? Isn't that what was involved from
the beginning in the work in East Africa, with the freed slaves, the workshops, the plantations,
and in the building and running of schools? Perhaps the only thing new about it is the machinery
available today, and the motivation of the missionaries.By the very nature of the case, this new
breed of missionaries must condemn the previous system of missionary work—and one would
have to agree with them in their condemnation. To bring freedom or knowledge or health or



prosperity to a people in order that they become Christians is a perversion of missionary work.
But what of a system that would bring them progress and development for its own sake? Is that
not just as bad? Nazism will stand forever as the ultimate indictment of progress for its own sake.
How would a Christian missionary involved in such work be differentiated from agents of socio-
economic systems such as communism or socialism or even from workers for the United
Nations? Or should no such differentiation be made, as some insist? Have we come to the end
of the era of the mission? Are they no more relevant than the British Foreign Office for colonial
administration?Or is it possible that none of the systems already described throw essential light
on the true meaning of missionary work?There is no mistaking the fact that missionary work is in
a shambles. Born in slavery, disoriented by the school system, startled by independence, and
smothered in nation building—mission in East Africa has never had the chance to be true to
itself.To make any sense out of mission, out of the meaning and purpose of missionary work,
one has to start all over again—at the beginning._______________1 Bagamoyo mission,
together with the mission on Zanzibar, represents the first missionary steps into East and
Central Africa in modern times. Bagamoyo was a famous mission, known to all the explorers of
the time, and was the starting point for such men as Livingstone and Stanley.2 In 1878,
eighteen years after the Holy Ghost Fathers had begun working in Zanzibar and Bagamoyo, the
White Fathers, organized and supplied at the mission of Bagamoyo, set out for Nyassa and
Uganda. Cf. Henry J. Koren, C.S.Sp., The Spiritans: A History of the Congregation of the Holy
Ghost (Duquesne University Press, 1958), p. 197.3 Koren, The Spiritans, p. 466, pp. 531 ff.4 A
private survey on the state of religious education in East Africa was drawn up by Rev. Adrian
Hastings in 1960.5 Judith Listowel, The Making of Tanganyika (London: Chatto and Windus,
1965), p. 102.6 Tanganyika and the Island of Zanzibar joined in the United Republic of Tanzania
in April of 1964, the name Tanzania being formed from the original titles of the two previously
independent countries.7 Julius K. Nyerere, “Speech to the Maryknoll Congress in New
York” (Dar es Salaam: Government Printer, 1970).8 Walter M. Abbot, S.J., The Documents of
Vatican Two (America Press, 1966), pp. 580–582, 592.9 A whole new dimension was added to
the modern definition of missionary at a later time, when the theologians of liberation appeared
on the scene.2The MasaiLetter to a BishopLoliondo MissionMay 1966 Dear Bishop,As you
know, I have been in this mission of Loliondo scarcely a year. It certainly is the most interesting
and exotic mission in the diocese, located, as it is, deep in the heart of Masailand, bordering the
Serengeti plains, the big game paradise of Tanzania, and of East Africa.I wonder if I could make
some comments on the mission. There are four well-run, well-looked-after, expensive, nonaided,
schools attached to the mission. There is a small chapel. There is a hospital, extremely well built,
fairly well attended, bringing in some mission revenue. The hospital and school take up an
enormous amount of time, especially the hospital. It is common practice for the mission car,
when it is called for, to pick up sick people at a distance and to bring them to the hospital,
expenses being paid by the sick. This is happening on the average of once a week, with one of
the priests in the mission doing the driving. In our four schools, religious instruction is for all



students in the school. There is also religious instruction for many students in the government
school, in the village of Loliondo. The influence of the Catholic Mission is very strong in the
whole Loliondo area, certainly much stronger than that of any other agency, government or
otherwise. But the relationships with the Masai people have to do with schools, hospitals, or
cattle. Many of the Masai have been helped materially by the mission. There are many instances
of strong friendship-relationship between the Masai and the priests in the mission.Masai kraals
are visited very often. All important events in Masai life, such as circumcision, are attended by
the priests. Milk and honey beer are drunk. The priests even sleep in Masai kraals.But never, or
almost never, is religion mentioned on any of these visits. The best way to describe realistically
the state of this Christian mission is the number zero. As of this month, in the seventh year of this
mission's existence, there are no adult Masai practicing Christians from Loliondo mission. The
only practicing Christians are the catechist and the hospital medical dresser, who have come
here from other sections of Masailand.That zero is a real number, because up until this date no
Catholic child, on leaving school, has continued to practice his religion, and there is no
indication that any of the present students will do so.The relationship with the Masai, in my
opinion, is dismal, time consuming, wearying, expensive, and materialistic. There is no
probability that one can speak with the Masai, even with those who are our friends, about God.
And there is no likelihood that one could actually interest them to the point of their wanting to
discuss or accept Christianity.In other words, the relationship with the Masai, except the school
children, goes into every area except that very one area which is most dear to the heart of the
missionary. On this one important point, there is no common ground with the Masai. It looks as if
such a situation will go on forever. Indeed I have heard one missionary say that it may take one
hundred years before the Masai are willing and ready to talk with us about God, but we must
stay here so that we will be present when that day comes.Looking at these people around me, at
these true pagans, I am suddenly weary of the discussions that have been going on for years in
the mission circles of Europe and America, as to the meaning of missionary work, weary of the
meetings and seminars devoted to missionary strategy.I suddenly feel the urgent need to cast
aside all theories and discussions, all efforts at strategy—and simply go to these people and do
the work among them for which I came to Africa.I would propose cutting myself off from the
schools and the hospital, as far as these people are concerned—as well as the socializing with
them—and just go and talk to them about God and the Christian message.I know this is a radical
departure from traditional procedure, but the very fact that it be considered so shows the state
we are in.The expense for running this mission last year came close to a quarter of a million
shillings. Just the maintenance of the cars driving over these unbelievable roads is staggering,
but it is still considered justified because of the school supplies that are carried, and the sick
who are brought to the hospital. Would everyone in the diocese consider the same travel
expenses justified if the safaris in the car were made to carry nothing—except the missionary—
to go to people to do nothing but to talk to them about Christ? I'm not so sure that everyone
would consider such expenses justified. Which once again shows you what state we are in.But



that is precisely what I would propose to do. I know what most people say. It is impossible to
preach the gospel directly to the Masai. They are the hardest of all the pagans, the toughest of
the tough. In all their hundreds of years of existence, they have never accepted anything from
the outside. You cannot bring them the gospel without going through several preparatory,
preliminary stages.But I would like to try. I want to go to Masai daily safaris—unencumbered with
the burden of selling them our school system, or begging for their children for our schools, or
carrying their sick, or giving them medicine.Outside of this, I have no theory, no plan, no strategy,
no gimmicks—no idea of what will come. I feel rather naked. I will begin as soon as
possible.Sincerely, Vince DonovanThe PeopleHow does one go about describing the Masai1—
the most glamorous and written-about people in East Africa? I have seen few Europeans who
have come across the Masai who have not gone away with a deep feeling of admiration and
affection for them. It is hard to explain their attraction. Their history is not known like that of the
Zulus of South Africa—with even the times and places of their battles recorded for history. Masai
history, as much as it can be reconstructed, is pieced together from the horror stories of the
surrounding Bantu tribes. But unlike the Zulus, the Masai are still there in all their glory, living
basically the same life they were leading before the Europeans landed on the coast. Unlike the
Zulus they have never been conquered. They have been repulsed from time to time by people
like the fierce Wahehe, but never conquered. So they have that unmistakable, exasperating air of
invincibility, of a superiority complex, about them. One has to see them suddenly silhouetted
against the horizon, tall, spare, proud, leaning on their shields and spears and staring silently
across the plains, to catch a glimpse of that wisp of history still being lived.They are spread over
thirty thousand square miles of Tanzania, some sixty or seventy thousand strong.2 An accurate
census is not easy to come by. Besides the fact that they are seminomadic, often on the move, it
would need a stout-hearted census-taker to reach all their isolated and far-flung cattle kraals,
right through the heart of lion and warrior infested country.
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heartofshepherd, “If only I had read this book 25 years ago ...... I am wrapping up my 25-year
missionary assignment in this East Asia nation. I resonate with everything Donovan related of his
experience and insights. I am not harbouring any regrets on my part of spending too long the
years in this vast nation. But if only I had read this book at 25 years ago at the start of my journey,
perhaps things may turn out to be differently from what it is today. But again, having read this
book, I am now looking at the next 25 years differently at the rest of the nations to be reached.”

Alex S, “Conversations and learnings are a two-way street. Panta ta ethne ... Greek words that
are seldom translated correctly in today's world, refer to the culture or ethnicity within which
people live.Culture is all-encompassing, and it is only when we understand and acknowledge a
culture that we can interpret the meaning of Scripture into it. Both 
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contain examples of this particular step outside of the ethnocentric culture in which we
live.But this book takes things a step further, helping us not only to consider reaching out into an



understood culture, but also validating that culture by learning new Christian truths from within
it.This particular edition incorporates three perspectives on Fr. Donovan, and gives tribute and
voice to his journey.”

Michael D. Mullen, “rediscovering the essential.... Vincent Donovan was a pioneer, and an
apostolic voice. His book "Rediscovering Christianity" is a great illustration of the devout need to
share the gospel in an effective way, and then to let the gospel have it affect/effect on individual
and on the culture.This 25th annioversary version has some nice extras, especially a
remembrance from his sister. Because he addresses the issue of culture and faith, more
specifically, church, this book is again influential and causing discussion, especially with regards
to emergent issues. Well written, inspiring, and worth the read!”

Phil from Downunder, “how beautiful the feet that bring good news. This is a wonderful story of a
catholic priest who realized he needed to get rid of all the catholic "stuff" and priest "stuff", so he
could actually bring something powerful, beautiful and timeless to the Maasai people. And it
worked. They already had an idea about God, who was harsh and distant, and they didn't like
the witch doctors. To a non-catholic it's weird to hear how he needed to actually learn what the
bible said and not what "the Church" said. However once Donovan had read the NT afresh, and
thought about how the Apostle Paul worked, and how the Holy Spirit did the rest, he embarked
on a journey to share the story of Jesus and not bring in any baggage (at least intentionally). He
met with 6 tribes once a week, one morning a week for one year traveling all over the Maasai
lands. The plan was to do 6 tribes a year. He was there for 17 years. At the end of the year he
asked for their responses and if they wanted to be baptized. There are many beautiful, and at
times funny stories. One of the elders points out how God is like a lion who has hunted down
and now captured their tribe in order to take them into Himself.He has a fairly long session in the
book analyzing catholic missions and the misdirected ideas of missions in general. I couldn't
help thinking he and the rest of the RC church and missions programs would have a less
agonized existence if they knew and believed the shorted Westminster Catechism statement:
"The chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever".”

westcoaz, “This is a real keeper.. I owned a copy of this book years ago but made the mistake of
loaning it out. As far as I was able to track it down, everyone shared my opinion that it's a terrific
book. Somewhere down the long unauthorized "loan" chain it disappeared. I do not loan my new
(revised) version. Father Donovan hit this one out of the ballpark ... it's worth buying a second
time.”

darrell, “A different concept on spreading the gospel. Vicent is a major thinker. He uses the
Masai tribe in Tanzania as a platform to consider, What is the basic gospel message? Breaking
tradition and trying to get the Masai to consider the gospel in a way that makes sense to them



gives us food for thought as we consider the gospel in our culture. Many American Christians
have disliked the ways the gospel has been watered down or perhaps outright trashed as it has
entered other cultures. We seem to be blind to our own cultural influences in the gospel we
preach to our own and then try to take to the world.Definately a good read.”

Mark, “Only read this book if you want your perception of evangelism to be changed forever!. I
heard this book recommended by NT Wright on the podcast Unbelievable!As a ‘Protestant’ I
have read little if anything from the Catholic pen, and so I read with trepidation - will this book be
doctrinally sound?What I found was a humble man trying to work out, in his own life and mission,
what it should look like to be a missionary to another culture.In an easy to read and thoroughly
entertaining manner I was led on safari through the Masai plains.I weptI laughed with joyI was
challengedAnd I have been changedAs I was led to see the gospel message and the role of the
missionary, maybe for the first time, as what it should be…A simple story of Jesus and the love
of God spoken in the language of the listener, not in the language and jargon of the story
teller.My own mission now, is to see if I can take up the challenge and take the massage of the
Gospel to the people in my own community in a way which they can understand and to which
they can respond.”

Kavita, “An extraordinary look at the work of 'mission' in Africa. A real eye opener!. This is an
important book that looks closely at the meaning of 'mission' in terms of christianity and
spreading the good news. It is so passioately written and respectful of the African tribes that
Vincent Donavon spoke to. He stripped away western culture from Jesus and Paul's 'good news'
and preached the gospel in its purest form. He understood that the western history in Africa of
colonialism of slavery, even its schools and education system were highly arrogant and did not
serve to preserve Christianity in Africans when they did eventually return to their tribes. They
wouldn't continue being Christian because it wasn't coming from an objective place. It was
almost traded if you like. Medicines for the Gospel. Literacy, numeracy for the Gospel. Slavery for
the Gospel. Colonialism for the Gospel. This did little to maintain Christianity in the hearts of
Africans when they would return to their native tribes or families. He decided to preach without
all the ties of western culture that Africans had come to resent. He decided not to change them,
to preach in groups rather than to individuals to bring about a religious change. After all, isn't that
what Jesus and Paul did? Preach to groups and crowds? He preached in parables too, asking
the tribes to think, discuss and debate. But best of all, when done he left. Just as Paul did. He did
not outstay his welcome. Thus allowing them to practice Christianity in their own way. This is a
revealing book about mission, the Christian message and culture. It is written with amazing
insight, clarity and respect. Thoroughly recommended!!”

JamesS, “So good I bought it twice. I gave my first copy of this classic book to a Godchild. So I
had to buy another, which I have returned to it several times. It's both a good story and an



insightful criticism of the missional techniques Donovan sets out to challenge. You should draw
your own conclusions. But for me it shows that we can learn much about ourselves by observing
and learning from other cultures. God works in ways and with peoples as God chooses, whether
'a church' likes it or not.”

David Brawn, “A really interesting and thought provoking read. Teaches a .... A really interesting
and thought provoking read. Teaches a lot about a very interesting people and how we need to
think when we want to communicate with cultures and traditions different from our own.Pity it
doesn't tell us what Vincent Donovan went on to do afterwards.”

Dr. Michael P. Clarke, “Worth a read - buy a copy and pass it on when you've read it.. An easy to
read book that encourages a different view of mission. It is a pity that the conditions and
attitudes that inspired Vincent Donovan to go back to the early church methods still apply today.”

The book by Vincent J. Donovan has a rating of 5 out of 4.6. 137 people have provided
feedback.
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