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stronger relationships with colonial officials and local Tutsi elites during the transitional 

decade of the 1920s. This work bore fruit in the 1930s with the mass conversions of Tutsi 

elites that placed Rwanda on the road to becoming one of the most Catholic countries in 

Africa. I conclude by considering the 1940s period, an era which symbolized Rwandaôs 

public embrace of Catholicism as a national creed yet also foreshadowed the intra-elite 

divisions and tensions that would come to dominate ecclesial and political life in the 1950s.  

 As this period is prolegomena to my primary research on the 1950-1962 period, my 

analysis here stems largely from a close reading of key secondary sources on Rwandaôs early 

political and ecclesial history, including the works of Stefaan Minnaert, Ian Linden, Gamaliel 

Mbonimana, Paul Rutayisire, Allison Des Forges, and Justin Kalibwami. I also integrate 

select primary sources, including several key reflections from the pen of Léon Classe which 

reveal the complexity of missionary discourse on the Hutu-Tutsi distinction and church-state 

relations during the first half of the 20
th
 century.   

A. 19
th
-century contexts: Charles Lavigerieôs missiological vision and the 

legacy of Buganda, 1865-1900 

Catholic history in Rwanda is a distinctively 20
th
 century story. The first White Father 

missionaries arrived at the royal court in 1900, and the first five mission posts in the country 

were established between 1900 and 1905. Rwanda did not develop its international reputation 

as a Christian kingdom in Central Africa until the 1930s, and it was not until after World War 

II that Mwami Charles Rudahigwa Mutara dedicated the country to Christ the King. That 

said, the roots of Rwandaôs first Catholic missions grew out of a 19
th
 century context. The 

first section of this chapter thus explores the missiological vision of Charles Lavigerie, the 

French founder of the White Fathers, in the context of a 19
th
 century European missionary 



27 

 

revival that sent thousands of young men and women to spread a gospel of Christian 

conversion and European civilization to the farthest corners of the globe. I then offer an 

overview of the early Buganda missions. The 1880s martyrdoms and subsequent growth of 

the Catholic and Protestant missions in Uganda served as implicit models for missionaries 

throughout the region, establishing important legacies in areas of state power, Christian 

rivalry and mass conversions.    

1. Charles Lavigerie and the origins of the Missionaries of Africa  

Archbishop of Algiers and Carthage, founder of two African missionary 

congregations and an Eastern Rite seminary, international crusader against slavery, liaison 

between Paris and Rome, confidant of Pope Leo XIII ï Charles Lavigerie witnessed many of 

the most important movements, people, and events in 19
th
-century Catholicism. Lavigerie 

remains one of the seminal figures in modern European and African Christian history. In 

turn, his Missionaries of Africa (White Fathers) were arguably the most significant 

missionary congregation in 20
th
-century Africa.

1
 Their influence in Rwanda was unsurpassed 

ï ñkings without crownsò in the words of Richard Kandt, an early German colonial official
2
 ï 

and a proper analysis of Rwandan church history entails understanding the White Fathers and 

their founder.     

                                                 
1
 Adrian Hastings calls Lavigerie ñthe most outstanding Catholic missionary strategist of the 19

th
 centuryò 

(Adrian Hastings, The Church in Africa 1450-1950 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1994), 254). John Baur notes that 

White Father influence extended well beyond the missionary era, as the first three African bishops and first two 

African cardinals all trained in White Father seminaries. By the 1960s, Missionaries of Africa (M.Afr.) dioceses 

included one-sixth of African territory and one-quarter of Catholic Christians on the continent, and the Society 

counted 4,350 missionaries in its ranks (John Baur, 2000 Years of Christianity in Africa: An African History 62-

1992 (Nairobi: Paulines, 1994), 187).    
2
 Paul Rutayisire, La christianisation du Rwanda (1900-1945): Méthode missionnaire et politique selon Mgr 

Léon Classe (Fribourg: Éditions Universitaires Fribourg Suisse, 1987), 53. The metaphor is further developed in 

Alison des Forges, ñKings without Crowns: the White Fathers in Rwanda,ò in Eastern African History, eds. 

Daniel McCall, Norman Bennett, and Jeffrey Butler (New York: Praeger, 1969), 176-207.  
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Charles Martial Allemand Lavigerie was born in 1825 in a Europe still recovering 

from the calamities of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic period. The France of his 

early years remained bitterly divided over the legacy of the Revolution and the role of 

Catholicism in French society. Lavigerie himself pursued his priestly vocation over the 

opposition of his anti-clerical Gascony family. The extent to which a French Catholic could 

engage the French Republic would remain a central issue throughout Lavigerieôs life, and he 

himself would play no small role in helping to resolve this controversy in his final years.
3
  

For all of the challenges, though, Lavigerie joined a European Catholic Church 

experiencing a major renewal at home and abroad. This 19
th
 century Catholic revival shared 

its early modern predecessorôs close association of internal renewal with overseas mission.
4
 

Recovering from the dechristianization of the revolutionary period, 19
th
-century European 

missions correlated Christianity with Western civilization.
5
 Rome also played a central role 

in the 19
th
-century revival, beginning with the pontificate of Pope Gregory XVI (1831-1846). 

Former prefect of Propaganda Fide, the Vaticanôs congregation for evangelization, Gregory 

approved multiple missionary congregations focusing exclusively on the African continent. 

These new groups supplanted the traditional Catholic missionary orders (e.g., the 

                                                 
3
 For Lavigerieôs life, see Fran­ois Renault, Cardinal Lavigerie: Churchman, Prophet, Missionary, trans. John 

OôDonohue (London/Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Athlone Press, 1994). Helpful English-language studies of 19
th
 

century French church history include Adrien Dansette and John Dingle, Religious History of Modern France 

(New York: Herder and Herder, 1961); Ralph Gibson, A Social History of French Catholicism 1789-1914 (New 

York/London: Routledge, 1989); Mary Heimann, "Catholic revivalism in worship and devotion," in The 

Cambridge History of Christianity VIII - World Christianities c. 1815-1914, eds. Sheridan Gilley and Brian 

Stanley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006): 70-83.   
4
 I date the early modern period of mission history from Portugal and Spainôs late 15

th
 century explorations to 

the suppression of the Jesuits in 1773. As a sign of the vitality of French missionary work in the 19
th
 century, 82 

missionary congregations were founded in France alone during the 1800s (Stefaan Minnaert, Premier Voyage 

de Mgr Hirth au Rwanda, Novembre 1899 ï F®vrier 1900: Contribution ¨ lô®tude de la fondation de lô®glise 

catholique au Rwanda (Kigali: Les Editions Rwandaises, 2006), 205. 
5
 Minnaert notes the importance of a text like Chateaubriandôs Le genie du Christianisme (1802) for shaping the 

19
th
 century spirit of missionary romanticism with its concomitant commitments to evangelizing and civilizing 

(Minnaert, Premier Voyage de Mgr Hirth, 206).  
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Franciscans, Dominicans, and Jesuits) in spearheading Catholic outreach in 19
th
 century 

Africa.
6
   

Among these pioneers, Francis Libermann, Justin de Jacobis, and Daniel Comboni 

foreshadowed the later vision of Charles Lavigerieôs Missionaries of Africa. A converted Jew 

from Alsace-Lorraine, Libermann founded the Congregation of the Immaculate Heart of 

Mary which later merged with the Holy Ghost Fathers (Spiritans).
7
 He sent one of the first 

large contingents of European missionaries to West Africa in the early 1840s. Their 

subsequent calamities caused Libermann to shift his focus to encouraging missionary 

adaptation, appointing capable administrators, and developing indigenous catechists and 

priests.
8
 Working in Ethiopia in the 1840s and 1850s, De Jacobis showed uncommon 

sensitivity to the ancient traditions of the Ethiopian Church, ordaining married priests and 

adopting the Geôez liturgical rite. In addition to Libermannôs emphasis on developing 

indigenous priests and De Jacobisôs focus on cultural adaptation, Daniel Comboniôs 1864 

plan for the evangelization of Africa ï particularly its concern for medical missions and 

vision of ñsaving Africa through Africaò ï influenced Lavigerie as he began to envision his 

own missionary societies of men and women religious.
9
  

                                                 
6
 On African church history, see Adrian Hastings, The Church in Africa 1450-1950; Elizabeth Isichei, A History 

of Christianity in Africa: From Antiquity to the Present (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995); Bengt Sundkler 

and Christopher Steed, The History of the Church in Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 

John Baurôs 2000 Years of Christianity in Africa offers a thorough if hagiographic account of the personalities 

who shaped African church history, focusing on the Roman Catholic tradition.  
7
 Particularly influential on the West and East African coasts, the Spiritans founded the first Catholic missions 

in East Africa at Zanzibar (1863) and Bagamoyo (1868) in present-day Tanzania. On the Spiritans, see Henry J. 

Koren, To the Ends of the Earth: A General History of the Congregation of the Holy Ghost (Pittsburgh: 

Duquesne University Press, 1983); Paul V. Kollman, The Evangelization of Slaves and Catholic Origins in East 

Africa (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2005).  
8
 Koren, To the Ends of the Earth, 185-88. Koren notes that 80% of the initial missionary contingent sent to 

Guinea died within 12 months.   
9
 Hastings, Church in Africa, 226-29; Baur, 2000 Years, 174-75.  
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In addition, all of these congregations focused their pastoral outreach specifically on 

the continent of Africa, and Lavigerie shared with these earlier missionaries a distinct ñidea 

of Africa.ò
 10

 In this vision, Afri ca needed Christianity both for spiritual salvation and 

material civilization. Africa had possessed an element of the exotic in Jewish and Christian 

discourse as far back as biblical times.
11

 19
th
-century explorations into the interior only 

enhanced the tantalizing if foreboding image of the ñDark Continent.ò
12

 While missionary 

apologists often point to the pre-colonial roots of many African Christian missions, 

missionaries also embodied a distinctly modernizing and Westernizing influence.
13

 In this 

sense, the White Fathers were very much men of their times.   

Lavigerieôs early biography is noteworthy in three ways.
14

 First, he pursued doctoral 

work in church history, developing a particular interest in the ancient catechumenate. His 

later introduction of a four-year catechumenate in the White Fathersô Buganda missions 

                                                 
10

 The language is borrowed from V.Y. Mudimbeôs seminal two-volume study, The Invention of Africa 

(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1988) and The Idea of Africa (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 

University Press, 1994).  
11

 If biblical Egypt represented the land of oppression and deliverance, Ethiopia symbolized Godôs providential 

care for Gentiles living at the farthest ends of the earth. Representative texts here would include Psalm 68ôs 

prediction that ñEthiopia will stretch out her hands to God,ò the Queen of Shebaôs visit to King Solomon (1 

Kings 10), and Philipôs encounter with the Ethiopian Eunuch in Acts 8:26-39. For further commentary on these 

passages, see Baur, 2000 Years, 1-17; Andrew Walls, ñAfrica in Christian History,ò in Andrew Walls, The 

Cross-Cultural Process in Christian History (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2002): 85-87.   
12

 This language is borrowed from Adrian Hastings, Church in Africa, 298-301. Here Hastings notes the 

polyvalent meanings of ñDark Continentò ï the unmapped interior, the seeming lack of civilization, the legacy 

of the slave trade, the corruptions of heathenism, and indigenous skin color.  
13

 On the connections between modernity and 19
th
-century mission, see David Bosch, Transforming Mission: 

Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1991), 262-345; John L. and Jean 

Comaroff, Of Revelation and Revolution: Christianity, Colonialism, and Consciousness in South Africa 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 1-24; Stephen B. Bevans and Roger P. Schroeder, Constants in 

Context: A Theology of Mission for Today (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2004), 206-38. For studies that emphasize 

the pre-modern or non-Western components of 19
th
 century African missions, see Walls, Cross-Cultural 

Process; Walls, The Missionary Movement in Christian History (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1996); Aylward 

Shorter, Cross and Flag in Africa: The ñWhite Fathersò and the Colonial Scramble, 1892-1914 (Maryknoll, 

NY: Orbis, 2006); Lamin Sanneh, Translating the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture (Maryknoll, 

NY: Orbis, 1989).   
14

 The following material is drawn from Renault, Cardinal Lavigerie, 13-14, 31-58. 
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placed a distinct emphasis on Christian formation, rejecting any recourse to mass baptisms. 

Second, he spent a crucial period in the early 1860s coordinating Catholic relief work for 

Lebanese orphans. This experience taught him the importance of the humanitarian 

dimensions of mission. Finally, Lavigerie in the early 1860s served in the Roman Rota, the 

Holy Seeôs highest appellate tribunal. This allowed Lavigerie to gain entrée into the Vatican 

circles that would facilitate the work of his missionary congregations in later years.  

 Lavigerie traced his missionary vocation to a revelation in November 1866. On the 

feast of St. Martin of Tours, Lavigerie received a dream of ñdark-skinned peopleò asking him 

to restore the African Church.
15

 Already the Bishop of Nancy and groomed for probable 

succession to the important French see of Lyons, Lavigerie abruptly changed course, 

petitioning Rome for the long-neglected mission outpost of Algiers. It was in Algeria that 

Lavigerie envisioned the revival of the ancient North African church, the inauguration of an 

apostolate to North African Muslims, and the establishment of a missionary gateway to the 

African continent.  

He only achieved the last of his three pastoral goals. Stymied by an anti-clerical 

colonial government, a hostile settler population, and a committed Muslim populace, 

Lavigerie in the 1870s turned his proselytizing zeal to the emerging mission fields south of 

the Sahara. Working through his new missionary congregations, the Missionaries of Africa 

and the Sisters of Africa,
16

 Lavigerie established Catholic outposts stretching from present-

                                                 
15

 Renault, Cardinal Lavigerie, 67-70.  
16

 Adopting the white gandourah dress common in Arab North Africa, the Missionaries of Africa become 

popularly known as the ñWhite Fathersò and ñWhite Sisters.ò I will use the names interchangeably throughout 

this dissertation. 
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day Mali to Malawi. Lavigerieôs vision of the Missionaries of Africa is summarized in their 

initial charter.  

A Society of secular priests, dedicated to the Missions of Africa, living in community, 

practicing the same rule, and bound to each other and to the common work by an oath 

to consecrate themselves to the Missions of Africa, either within the Delegation or 

beyond its boundaries, according to the rules of the Society and in obedience to its 

Superiors.
17

  

 

In the final decade of his life, Lavigerie combated the international slave trade, contributed to 

the First Ralliement in France, strengthened relations with Eastern Rite Catholics, and 

oversaw the continued growth of the White Father missions in central Africa. He died in 

November 1892, surrounded by confreres from as far away as Jerusalem and Buganda and 

praised in Paris and Rome alike.
18

   

If Charles Lavigerieôs missiological vision could be summarized in one scriptural 

verse, it would be St. Paulôs statement in 1 Corinthians 9:22: ñTo the weak I became weak, to 

win over the weak. I have become all things to all, to save at least some.ò At the White 

Fathersô first general chapter meeting in 1874, Lavigerie called on his missionaries to adopt 

the exterior habits of the people they were trying to convert, from clothing to language to 

diet.
19

 He mandated that White Fathers speak the local vernacular exclusively within six 

                                                 
17

 Quoted in Renault, Cardinal Lavigerie, 153. 
18

 After a century of church-state intransigence, Pope Leo XIII asked Lavigerie to begin preparing the way for a 

rapprochement between the Catholic Church and Franceôs Third Republic (what became known as the ñFirst 

Ralliementò). This effort culminated with Lavigerieôs famous 1890 ñtoast of Algiersò in which Lavigerie, 

surrounded by French naval officers, raised a glass to the French Republic. Lavigerieôs efforts to reconcile 

French Catholics with the Third Republic made him a popular Catholic figure in the halls of government. On 

hearing of his death, Pope Leo XIII is said to have remarked, ñI loved him as a brother, as Peter loved Andrewò 

(Renault, Cardinal Lavigerie, 427).  
19

 Charles Lavigerie and Xavier de Montclos, Le Cardinal Lavigerie: La Mission Universelle de Lô£glise (Paris: 

Cerf , 1991), 94. See also Renault, Cardinal Lavigerie, 107-08. 




