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Abstract  
In recent years, a growing number of African born-again 
Christian groups have come to uphold and promote 
Christian Zionist theologies that emphasise the unique role 
of the Jewish people and the State of Israel in divine history 
and call on believers to support them in order to be blessed, 
in return, by God. This essay interrogates the spiritual and 
political implications of this development, which has thus 
far been overlooked both by scholars of Christian Zionism 
and by scholars of African born-again Christianity. As born-
again movements more broadly, it is argued, Christian 
Zionism engages with the epistemological uncertainties that 
characterise everyday life in many parts of Africa today, 
featuring a strong emphasis on individual truth-seeking as 
well as biblical and divine authenticity. At the same time, 
because Christian Zionism is underpinned by powerful 
assumptions regarding the biblical referentiality of the 
Jewish people and the modern State of Israel, and positions 
these as divine interfaces, it also informs the ways in which 
believers think about and engage with ethnic identities and 
state authority.  
 
KEYWORDS: 
Christian Zionism, born-again Christianity, material 
religion, political theology, Israel in Africa 
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Uzayuni wa Kikristo barani Afrika:  
Miingiliano ya Kimungu na Mamlaka ya Kisiasa Katika 

Nyakati za Kutokua na Uhakika wa Maarifa 
 
 

Ikisiri 
Kwa miaka ya hivi majuzi, idadi kubwa ya vikundi vya Walokole 
barani Afrika wamekuja kuunga mkono na kuhamasisha teolojia za 
Uzayuni wa Kikristo ambazo zinasisitiza nafasi ya pekee ya 
Wayahudi na Taifa la Israeli katika historia ya kimungu na 
kuwataka waamini kuwaunga mkono ili wabarikiwe na Mungu. 
Insha hii inahoji madhara ya kiroho na kisiasa yanayotokana na 
maendeleo haya, ambayo hadi sasa hayajatiliwa maanani na wasomi 
wa Uzayuni wa Kikristo na pia wasomi wa Walokole Waafrika. 
Kama harakati la Walokole kwa upana zaidi, hoja limetolewa 
kwamba Uzayuni wa Kikristo unajihusisha na ukosefu wa maarifa 
sahihi ambayo inatokana na hali ya maisha ya kila siku katika 
sehemu nyingi za Afrika ya leo, ikijumuisha msisitizo mkubwa wa 
kutafuta ukweli na vile vile uhalisi wa kibiblia na kimungu. Na kwa 
wakati huo huo, kwa sababu Uzayuni wa Kikristo unachangiwa na 
mawazo yenye nguvu kuhusu urejeleaji wa kibiblia wa watu wa 
Kiyahudi na Jimbo la kisasa la Israeli, na kuyaweka haya kama 
miingiliano ya kimungu, pia inafahamisha njia ambazo waamini 
hufikiria na kujihusisha na utambulisho wa kikabila na mamlaka 
ya nchi. 
  
Maneno muhimu: Uzayuni wa Kikristo, Ulokole, Umwili la 
dini, teolojia ya kisiasa, Israeli katika Afrika. 
  



 6 

Introduction: African Christian Zionism?1  
 
This essay deals with a phenomenon that, despite its striking 
public visibility as well as social and political significance, has 
so far attracted little scholarly attention. The phenomenon 
in question is the rise of Christian Zionism in Africa – a 
religious movement that emphasises the unique role of the 
Jewish people and the modern State of Israel in divine 
history and calls on believers to “bless” them. I will soon 
situate this phenomenon in historical and theological 
contexts and explain what I mean by “Christian Zionism” 
in greater detail. But this essay is not intended to be a 
historical or theological study. My main objective here is to 
think about Christian Zionism in Africa primarily in cultural 
and political terms, and to examine how it shapes the public 
realm and informs the ways in which people collectively 
negotiate and understand their place in the world. I believe 
that the rise of this religious movement – closely linked, as 
we shall see, to the rise of born-again Christianity in Africa 
more broadly – tells us something important about the 
nature of authority, popular culture, and spiritual life in 
significant parts of Africa today. My purpose here is to 
examine what this thing is.  
 

 
1 A shorter version of this paper was presented at the Center for 
African Studies Public Lectures Series, Uganda Martyrs 
University, in May 2022. I would like to thank Maximiano 
Ngabirano and Albert Luswata for their thoughtful comments on 
my presentation, and David Ngendo Tshimba, for inviting me to 
present my research at that forum and for encouraging me to 
develop my talk into an essay for Mtafiti Mwafrika. I also benefited 
immensely from the comments of four anonymous (by then) 
reviewers. 
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But first, a terminological clarification. “Christian Zionism” 
is a label whose use has been fraught with confusion, not 
just in the African context. There is no single definition for 
this phrase and attempts to tie it down to a specific 
theological tradition risk obscuring its multiple histories and 
meanings and the ways in which it has changed and evolved 
throughout history. At its broadest level, “Christian 
Zionism” refers to faith-based political support for Israel, as 
a Zionist state, grounded in Christian theologies. A more 
detailed discussion of these theologies is provided in the 
following section. Students of Christianity in Africa will be 
familiar with the Zionist churches that emerged in southern 
Africa in the early twentieth century, the most famous 
among them being the Zion Christian Church. Often 
categorised as “African Initiated Churches”, these have been 
the subject of a considerable body of historical and 
anthropological scholarship (Comaroff, 1985; Cabrita, 
2018). The “Zionist” label in this context refers to the town 
of Zion in Illinois (in the United States of America), which 
was founded as the religious centre of the Christ 
Community Church, led by Scottish-Australian minister 
John Alexander Dowie, in the early twentieth century. This 
is not the same brand of Christian Zionism discussed in this 
essay, but at broader historical and theological levels, there 
are some linkages between the older southern African 
Zionist churches and contemporary Evangelical Christian 
Zionists,2 and some of the African Zionist churches indeed 
came to adopt Christian Zionist ideologies in the sense the 
term is used here, expressing political support of the State 
of Israel (Gidron, 2020a: 106-08). 

 
2 On the role of John Alexander Dowie in the evolution of American 
Christian Zionism, see the work of Williams (2015).  
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My arguments here bring into conversations several threads 
of literature, in different disciplines. One is the 
anthropological scholarship developed over the past two 
decades or so on spiritual mediation and religious 
materialities. Another is the (largely anthropological, too) 
scholarship on born-again Christianity in general, and 
African born-again Christianity in particular. This essay 
draws, moreover, on scholarly debates on contemporary 
African popular and political culture. The extent to which 
Christianity in different parts of the world can be studied as 
a single “culture” or as a single set of experiences and 
practices has been debated by anthropologists of this faith. 
Early anthropological scholarship on African Christianity, 
emphasising socio-cultural continuity, stressed the 
importance of examining Christian practices and 
experiences in relation to indigenous, pre-existing ones 
(Robbins, 2003; Engelke, 2004). Thus, for example, 
Sundkler’s influential assertion that southern African 
Zionist churches were “new wine in old wineskins”, that is, 
institutions in which “Biblical and Christian ideas are 
merged into the old Zulu religion” (2018 [1948]: 240). More 
recently, however, anthropologists have warned that 
approaching religious life from a vantage point that 
emphasises continuity may blind us to the ways in which 
Christianity also changes believers, thus producing Christian 
subjects who, despite their diverse backgrounds, ultimately 
come to share a similar culture and worldview (Keller, 2005: 
242-45; Robbins, 2007). 
 
Is there any justification, then, for speaking about African 
Christian Zionism as a movement that is to some extent 
distinct from Christian Zionist movements elsewhere? What 
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is the value of an Africanist approach, that draws on 
scholarships in the anthropology and history of Africa, to 
the study of this movement? To be sure, Christian Zionists 
in Africa today have much in common with Christian 
Zionists in other parts of the world. They form part of 
transnational circuits of knowledge exchange and religious 
activity whose claims and aspirations are universal. 
Moreover, in an era in which a great deal of religious activity 
takes place in virtual spaces, delineating the geographic 
boundaries of any religious movement is a futile exercise. 
And yet, Christian Zionism, as any other set of ideologies, 
aesthetics, and practices, cannot be understood as simply 
emanating from an imagined core (in the “Global North”) 
to the rest of the world, where it is uncritically and passively 
subsumed. This essay is driven by the conviction that 
despite the transnational nature of the religious phenomena 
with which it deals, in order to properly understand the 
vitality and force of Christian Zionism in Africa today, it is 
also necessary to examine it in relation to debates 
concerning African spiritual life and political sensibilities. 
This is not only because, in many cases, African Christian 
Zionists consider their religious devotion as closely linked 
to their own identity and positionality as Africans, but also, 
as I will argue later on, because this faith speaks in important 
ways to African “traditional understandings of the spirit 
world” (Engelke, 2018: 292). 
 
There have been some passing references, in the rapidly 
expanding body of scholarship on African born-again 
Christianity, to the impact of this faith on the relationship 
between some African countries and Israel. Several scholars 
have mentioned that Zambia’s born-again president 
Frederick Chiluba, who declared the country a “Christian 
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nation” in 1991, also re-established diplomatic ties with 
Israel because of his adherence to Christian Zionist beliefs 
(Gifford, 2001; Haynes, 2015; Phiri, 2008). Ebenezer 
Obadare (2018), in his recent study of religion and state 
power in Nigeria, notes that president Goodluck Jonathan 
went on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem to establish his image as 
a humble and pious born-again Christian. In my book on 
Israeli involvement in Africa (Gidron, 2020a: 99-108), I 
dedicated a small section to Christian Zionism because of its 
impact on Israel’s relationship with a growing number of 
African states. African Christian Zionism as a political and 
religious phenomenon in and of itself, however, has been 
largely ignored by scholars. One exception is the recent 
volume edited by Cynthia Holder Rich (2021), Christian 
Zionism in Africa, which mostly examines and critiques the 
spread of Christian Zionism in Africa from a missiological-
theological perspective, while also offering some discussion 
of the political implications of this trend.  
 
Otherwise, the growing body of scholarship on Christian 
Zionism focuses to some extent on Great Britain, where 
some of the key elements of this religious movement 
emerged and took shape (Bar-Yosef, 2005; Lewis, 2010; 
Crome, 2018), and predominantly on the United States, 
where Christian Zionism rapidly expanded and flourished 
throughout the second half of the twentieth century, with 
important political implications for the Middle East (Clark, 
2007; Spector, 2009; Ariel, 2013; Smith, 2013; Durbin, 2019; 
Goldman, 2018; Hummel, 2019; Lewis, 2021). “The 
Christian Zionist story from 1948 to the present day,” writes 
journalist Victoria Clark in her 2007 history of this 
movement, is “an overwhelmingly American and Israeli 
one” (2007: 145). Certainly, the economic and political 
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significance of Israel’s relationship with the US is 
incomparable to the that of its relationship with any other 
country, and Christian Zionism has played an increasingly 
important role in shaping this relationship. But as Girard 
(2014) rightfully notes, writing on Christian Zionism in 
Honduras, this does not mean that the rise of a Christian 
Zionist movements in other parts of the world is not a 
phenomenon worthy of scholarly interrogation.  
 
This essay is structured as follows. The next section briefly 
introduces the circumstances that brough me to study 
Christian Zionism in Africa, and the research upon which 
this essay draws. I then proceed to provide a more detailed 
definition of Christian Zionism and introduce the main 
convictions underpinning this belief and its relationship 
with born-again and Pentecostal Christianity. The fourth 
section of the essay outlines the key characteristics of 
Christian Zionism in Africa today, highlighting the growing 
role of high-profile born-again leaders in promoting 
Christian Zionist beliefs and faith-based support of Israel. 
Section 5 attempts to explain the appeal of Christian 
Zionism. It argues that with its emphasis on biblical and 
divine truth, Christian Zionism engages effectively with the 
deep sense of epistemological uncertainty characterising 
everyday life. Section 6 illustrates the preoccupation of 
Christian Zionism with divine authenticity using the case 
study of Nuer Christian Zionists in the Ethiopian-South 
Sudanese borderlands, where concerns with identifying the 
“true” church and “true” religion led to the proliferation of 
Christian Zionist movements over the past two decades.  
 
The final sections of the essay turn to the political 
significance of Christian Zionism. Section 7 examines how 
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Christian Zionism constructs the relationship between 
everyday material facts and the unseen world of spirits and 
the divine. It argues that Christian Zionism positions the 
Jewish people and the State of Israel as divine interfaces, and 
that this position resonates with African ideas of spiritual 
mediation that regard objects and things as interfaces with 
the invisible, second world. This is why, it is argued in the 
following section, Christian Zionists have not only 
enthusiastically incorporated Jewish objects and items 
associated with Israel into their worship practices but have 
also been advocating for the strengthening of their nations’ 
diplomatic ties with Israel. The final section of the essay uses 
the outreach efforts of born-again Christians in Uganda – a 
country that has both witnessed intense Christian Zionist 
activity and played a central role in Israel’s diplomatic 
“return” to Africa over the past decade – as an example for 
the ways in which Christian Zionism spiritualises national 
politics and international relations.  
 
A note on method, sources, and positionality  
 
This essay deals with issues that first came to preoccupy me 
while conducting ethnographic research in 2018 and 2019, 
in Ethiopia, and more briefly also in Uganda. I conducted 
this “fieldwork” at the time as a PhD student at Durham 
University (UK), affiliated with the Institute of Ethiopian 
Studies in Addis Ababa University.3 My research dealt with 
the daily life and practices of a specific community in a very 
particular context: Its focus was on South Sudanese and 

 
3 My research was cleared by the Ethics Committee of Durham 
University’s Faculty of Arts and Humanities and was funded by a 
Durham Doctoral Studentship award and a grant from Durham 
University’s Department of History.  



 13 

Ethiopian Nuer born-again Christians, and in particular, on 
a specific cluster of Zionist Christian churches that have 
proliferated among the Nuer in this part of East Africa since 
the late 1990s.4 However, a number of additional interviews 
with Christian Zionists and Israeli diplomats elsewhere, 
conducted more or less during the same period, helped me 
situate the findings from my work with Nuer Christian 
Zionists in a broader context. In this paper I therefore 
endeavour to present a general analysis of contemporary 
African Christian Zionism – one that is not focused on Nuer 
religious life as such. While I use the cases of Nuer Christian 
Zionists and Ugandan Zionist born-again groups to 
illustrate some of my arguments, I also draw on a range of 
sources and examples from other African contexts. 
Undoubtedly, there are many things that set different 
Christian Zionist groups in Africa apart from one another. 
My interest here is more in what they have in common.  
 
I have often been asked what brought me to study this topic. 
I first came to East Africa slightly more than a decade ago 
following my work with South Sudanese refugees in Israel 
who had been deported in 2012. My research on Israel’s 
treatment of refugees from the Horn of Africa – South 
Sudanese but also Sudanese and Eritreans – led to me study 
Israel’s involvement in Africa more broadly, and I first dealt 
with African Christian Zionism when writing a book on this 
topic. My exploration of Christian Zionism in Africa, 
therefore, did not emerge out of an interest in theology but 
rather, out of an interest in Israel’s status and image in 

 
4 The Nuer are South Sudan’s second largest “tribe” and a minority 
group in Ethiopia, where they reside in the westernmost state of 
Gambella.  
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Africa. Israel’s activities in Africa have traditionally been 
interrogated through the prisms of elite diplomacy and 
geopolitics. Most literature on this topic focuses on the 
1960s, a period often known as the “golden age” of Israeli 
involvement in Africa (Ojo, 1988; Peters, 1992). The fact 
that Africa has been marginal to Israel’s international 
strategy since the end of the Cold War meant that very little 
scholarship has been produced on contemporary Israeli-
African engagements. Over the past decade, Israeli 
involvement in Africa has attracted renewed attention from 
Israeli scholars from multiple disciplines, but they too have 
tended to focus on the 1960s and on Israeli development 
initiatives, diplomacy and ideologies (Levey, 2012; Erlich, 
2013; Bar-Yosef, 2014; Yacobi, 2015; Levin, 2022). 
 
As further discussed below, Christian Zionism plays an 
important role in Israel’s public diplomacy in Africa today, 
and it impacts Israel’s relationship with African leaders and 
states. Rethinking Israeli-African dynamics in the late 2010s, 
therefore, it has become clear to me that any updated 
account of the dynamics and forces shaping Israel’s evolving 
relationship with and status in Africa must include some 
reference to the growing influence of born-again 
Christianity on public life in the continent. In a review of the 
state of the literature on African Christianity in the mid-
2000s, historian David Maxwell (2006: 389) observed that 
Pentecostalism, the most dominant and publicly visible 
brand of born-again Christianity, has become so difficult to 
ignore, that “researchers find themselves writing about it 
even if they had never intended to.” This is not an 
exclusively African phenomenon. Researchers in other parts 
of the world where born-again Christianity grew 
dramatically in recent decades – the South Pacific, Latin 
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America, some parts of Asia – have found themselves in a 
similar situation (Robbins, 2019). I, too, came to write about 
Christian Zionism without initially intending to do so. The 
issue has “forced itself” upon me, to use the phrase Engelke 
once used with regard to Christianity more broadly (quoted 
in Garriott and O’Neill, 2008).  
 
There is another sense, however, in which Christian 
Zionism has “forced itself” upon me. I am Jewish, and I 
come from Israel. Just as much as I came to believe that the 
rise of Christian Zionism in Africa is a topic worthy of 
interrogation in and of itself, it is also a topic that many 
African Christians were more than enthusiastic to discuss 
with me upon coming to know where I originally come 
from, regardless of the circumstances under which we met. 
“Ah, the brothers of Jesus!” This is probably one of the 
most common comments I get after introducing myself as 
an Israeli. “So, you are a Christian, right?” Working in East 
Africa for several years, my experience has been that most 
Christians are blissfully unaware of the fact that the Jewish 
people, and thus most Israeli citizens, are not Christians and 
do not believe in Jesus. Judaism is commonly viewed as a 
“tribal” or racial category, and thus not an identity that is 
mutually exclusive with holding Christian beliefs. In any 
case, these sorts of comments often lead to lengthy 
discussions about Judaism, the Bible, Israeli politics, Jesus 
and his descendants, the laws of the Torah, the end-times, 
and so on.  
 
As a researcher dealing with other issues, it is easy to brush 
aside endless interrogations on Christianity and Israel as 
mere background noise. But while conducting ethnographic 
research with an unstructured, non-directive approach, 
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during my time in Ethiopia, I realised that repetitive as they 
were, these sorts of conversations could not simply be 
dismissed. The pursuit of knowledge, as I argue in this essay, 
is central to the born-again and Christian Zionist experience. 
I therefore decided that I should let my research be guided 
by the local circuits of Christian knowledge exchange and 
argumentation, of which I inevitably became a part. I tried 
to learn both from the sort of information people sought to 
gain from me, as well as the knowledge they hoped I will 
gain from them. Tsing argues that the interaction between a 
researcher and their subjects creates a productive 
“conceptual space” and therefore cannot be reduced to the 
“neat dichotomy” between two very different positions or 
cultures (Tsing, 1993: 22). It was from this kind of space that 
the ideas presented in this essay initially evolved.  
 
Born-again Christianity, Christian Zionism, 
Pentecostalism  
 
Let us return, as promised, to labels. To use the succinct 
definition Donald Lewis (2021) provides in a recent 
contribution, Christian Zionism refers to a “Christian 
movement which holds to the belief that the Jewish people 
have a biblically mandated claim to their ancient homeland 
in the Middle East.” The theological and institutional 
lineages of this movements have been debated extensively 
by theologians and historians (Clark, 2007; Spector, 2009; 
Ariel, 2013; McDermott, 2016). Earlier scholarship tended 
to associate Christian Zionist beliefs with the theological 
tradition of premillennial dispensationalism that emerged in 
the mid-nineteenth century and was shaped by the writings 
of Anglo-Irish theologian John Nelson Darby. Premillennial 
dispensationalists divided history into several periods (or, 
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dispensations), and anticipated the return of Jesus prior to 
the establishment of the millennial kingdom. Crucially, key 
theologians of this movement viewed the Jewish people as 
the subject of biblical prophesies, and thus argued that the 
return of the Jews to the Land of Israel is a prerequisite for 
Christ’s Second Coming (Westbrook, 2014; Hummel, 2019).  
 
The association of Christian Zionism with 
dispensationalism has informed the popular notion, 
common in media representations of the movement, that 
Christian Zionists are mostly fundamentalist fanatics who 
try to fuel conflicts in the Middle East in order to hasten the 
apocalypse. However, as several scholars (Westbrook, 2014; 
Goldman, 2018; Durbin, 2019) have noted, the automatic 
linking of Zionism with dispensationalism is not 
unproblematic. Not all dispensationalists were Zionists; not 
all Zionists are dispensationalists. Historically and 
theologically, there are multiple brands and traditions of 
Christian Zionism, even if they all subscribe to 
“restorationist” theologies, that is, to the notion that “God’s 
covenant with the Jewish people guarantees that once again 
Israel will rule in its divinely granted lands” (Hummel 2019: 
8), as well as to the conviction that the return of the Jews to 
the Holy Land is linked to the return of the Messiah (see 
also, Westbrook, 2014). Christian Zionist ideas, as any 
thread of religious thought, have morphed and transformed 
throughout the years, influenced, as they spread across 
different parts of the world, by a wide range of religious and 
political debates. This makes it impossible to speak of 
Christian Zionism as a stable, static category.  
 
One good reason for being cautious with the uncritical 
association of Christian Zionism with apocalyptic theologies 



 18 

and expectations is the fact that the most dominant strands 
of Christian Zionism in recent decades have been shaped by 
Pentecostal and Charismatic groups, which are not 
necessarily dispensationalist and, in any case, focus less on 
end-times prophesies and more on divine healing and 
experiential spirituality. For example, Hummel (2019), in his 
recent political history of this movement in the US, refers to 
the rise of “Spirit-centered” Zionism, whereas Westbrook 
(2014), writing from a more theological perspective, speaks 
of “Renewalist” Christian Zionism that is grounded, too, in 
Pentecostal history.5 The African movements discussed in 
this essay have mostly been influenced by this Pentecostal 
tradition. While it is true that, regardless of their leniencies 
and roots, most modern strains of Christian Zionism are 
underpinned by restorationist theologies, contemporary 
forms of Christian Zionism also tend to emphasise “the idea 
that ‘blessing Jews,’ often (but not exclusively) expressed 
through political action on what is believed to be their 
behalf, curries divine favor for believers and its correlate, 
that ‘cursing’ Jews and/or Israel brings divine wrath” 
(Westbrook 2014: 4).  This is an idea that resonates strongly 
among Pentecostals.  
 
Central in Christian Zionist thought, underpinning all 
convictions mentioned above, is the rejection of what is 
known in the Zionist parlance as “replacement theology”. 
This is a term that anyone who talks to Christian Zionists 
about their faith encounters very quickly, as it is deployed by 
believers to describe their beliefs far more often than some 
of the theological terms used by scholars. Often known as 

 
5 Renewalist is commonly used as an umbrella term for Pentecostals 
and charismatics (see Westbrook, 2014: 11-14).  
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“supersessionism” in the scholarship, “replacement 
theology” is the Christian notion that the Jews have lost 
their significance as God’s “chosen people” after rejecting 
the messiahship of Jesus. This is, in many respects, the 
position held by most of the Christian world – shared by 
Catholics, Orthodox, or Protestants – for many centuries. 
But close reading of the Bible, Zionists insist, indicates that 
God’s covenant with the people of Israel is still very much 
valid. It is for this reason that the Jews have a special role to 
play in bringing about the Millennial Kingdom, and, as God 
promises Abraham in Genesis 12:3, whoever “blesses” them 
(and today, the Jewish state of Israel) shall be rewarded with 
divine blessings. This is why Christian Zionist groups 
emphasise the importance of supporting and loving the 
Jewish people and the modern state of Israel, as a Jewish 
state.  
 
It should be noted, however, that not all Christian Zionists 
are Pentecostals. A common assumption in much of the 
sociological scholarship is that in Africa, Pentecostal 
churches are “synonymous with born-again Christianity” 
(Lindhardt, 2015: 1). This is not entirely accurate. The label 
“born-again” refers to Christian movements that emphasise 
the importance of spiritual rebirth through conversion and 
the acceptance of Jesus as a personal saviour. These are 
common themes in Evangelical Protestant churches, along 
with the emphasis on spreading the gospel and encouraging 
the conversion of others.6 In this essay, therefore, the labels 
born-again and Evangelical are used interchangeably. 

 
6 On the definition of “Evangelical”, see also the works of Freston 
(2001: 2), Robbins (2004b: 120), and Hutchinson and Wolffe (2012: 1-
24). 
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Pentecostals, in addition to the above-mentioned traits, 
subscribe to theologies that emphasise experiential 
spirituality, spiritual gifts, healing, and the power of the Holy 
Spirit.7 Many believers who refer to themselves as “born-
again” are indeed members of Pentecostal churches. But 
there are also Evangelical groups that follow other 
theologies and traditions, including fundamentalist groups 
that put greater emphasis on biblical literalism and do not 
endorse the exuberant worshiping practices of Pentecostal 
churches.8 Seventh-day Adventists, for example, as well as 
the Zionists I worked with in western Ethiopia, may be 
described as “born-again” Christians. But they are not 
Pentecostals, and explicitly distance themselves from 
Pentecostal groups.  
 
Pentecostal Zionists may put greater emphasis on the 
blessings of Genesis 12:3 and on the experiential aspects of 
“worshipping like Jesus” (Kaell, 2015: 54) by using objects 
or music that are associated with the Jewish people and 
Hebrew traditions. Among fundamentalist Zionists, 
meanwhile, because of their preoccupation with the Word 
of God and the literalist reading of the Bible, there may be 
a greater emphasis on the apocalypse and the role of the 
Jews in the unfolding of the end-times, or, in some cases, 
also a greater preoccupation with adhering to Mosaic laws 
and celebrating some of the Jewish festivals. Nonetheless, 
individual believers as well as religious leaders often draw on 

 
7 I am aware that these characteristics draw on a very broad definition 
of Pentecostalism. On defining Pentecostalism, and the multiple types 
and subtypes of groups and traditions that fall under this label, see also 
Anderson (2010).  
8 On the distinction between fundamentalism and Pentecostalism, see 
Crapanzano, (2000: 41-44). 
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multiple sources of inspiration at the same time, and thus, 
their reasoning for support of Israel may take different 
forms at different times, fusing themes and arguments from 
supposedly distinct traditions or schools. One should be 
cautious, therefore, with strict taxonomies and boundaries – 
be they theological, social, or institutional – in a field of 
spiritual activity and religious entrepreneurship in which 
authority is extremely diffused and often contested, and 
which is continuously being shaped by processes of 
argumentation, creolisation, fusion, and change. 
 
Christian Zionism in Africa today 
 
Christian Zionism has long played a remarkably central role 
in shaping American and European views of the state of 
Israel and the Zionist political and national movement. 
Throughout the twentieth century, and particularly since the 
1970s, Zionist theologies gained momentum among 
American Evangelicals, and led to a rising obsession of 
significant Christian constituencies in the US with Israel. 
The spread of Zionist theologies in Africa is a more recent 
phenomenon. A detailed history of African Christian 
Zionism is yet to be written, but what is clear is that the most 
vocal promoters of Zionist theologies in Africa today are the 
born-again churches (mostly Pentecostal or “neo-
charismatic”) that emerged in West Africa since the 1980s 
and have gained immense popularity across the continent 
since then. These churches have had a huge influence on the 
doctrines and practices of other Christian groups, not least 
because of their concentrated efforts to make themselves 
heard and seen in the public sphere. And it is their leaders 
that remain the most dominant propagators of Zionist 
theologies. Given that Christian Zionism in the US has been 
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dominated by Charismatic and Pentecostal churches, and 
that American Evangelicals played a central role in 
encouraging the spread of born-again Christianity in Africa 
in recent decades, it is not surprising that it is the “spirit-
centered Zionism” that gained momentum across the 
continent.  
 
In Nigeria, for example, mega pastors and Pentecostal elites 
like Chris Oyakhilome, T. B. Joshua, and Enoch Adeboye 
not only regularly express support of Israel and advocate for 
the Nigerian government to support it diplomatically, but 
also visit Israel, mingling with Israeli diplomats and right-
wing leaders, and donating to Israeli community 
organisations. In Ghana, Archbishop Nicholas Duncan-
Williams of the Christian Action Faith Ministries, one of the 
most influential born-again figures in Africa, has long had a 
warm relationship with the Israeli embassy. Supporting the 
spread of Zionist theologies in Africa are also foreign 
groups, mostly American and European. The Africa‒Israel 
Initiative, for example, is a Norwegian organisation that was 
established in 2012, and has been organising pilgrimage trips 
to Israel for Africans as well as conferences and pro-Israel 
events in various African countries. Other Evangelical 
Zionist groups that operate in Africa include Christians 
United for Israel (CUFI), America’s largest Christian Zionist 
organisation founded in 2006 by megachurch pastor John 
Hagee, as well as the International Christian Embassy in 
Jerusalem (ICEJ), a Jerusalem-based Evangelical 
organisation founded in 1980. These foreign organisations 
tend to be more prominent in South Africa – where 
Christian Zionist groups are supported and promoted by 
Jewish Zionist organisations – but their activities are not 
limited to this country alone.  
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The Zionist theologies circulating in Africa are informed by 
a wide range of transnational religious conversations and 
influences, but they broadly share the key tenets of Christian 
Zionism described above. The notion that the Jews are 
God’s “Chosen People” and thus have a unique right over 
the “Promised Land” of Israel features prominently. 
Perhaps even more prominent is the notion that individual 
efforts to “bless” Israel and the Jews are a way of 
summoning God’s blessings upon believers – an idea that 
resonates powerfully with the born-again emphasis on 
personal devotion and with the so-called “prosperity 
gospel” some Pentecostal churches propagate. These ideas 
often also translate into calls for political support of the 
Israeli state. “We want African countries to support Israel at 
the United Nations level, and for Africa to be blessed by the 
God of Israel for supporting Israel,” explains Reverend 
Gilbert Apreala, the Nigerian pastor who was the country 
director for the Africa–Israel Initiative in Ghana (Pleasure 
Magazine, 2017). 
 
As elsewhere in the world, therefore, the notion that the 
return of the Jews to their “Promised Land” has been 
prophesised, and that Israel’s independence and ongoing 
wars with its neighbours indicate the approach of the 
Second Coming of Christ, often fuels enthusiastic support 
for Israel’s expansionist policies. Unsurprisingly, in recent 
years, some of the most vocal African support for American 
President Donald Trump’s aggressive Middle East strategy 
– which was hugely influenced by Evangelical Christian 
groups within the US – has come from Pentecostal leaders. 
Archbishop Duncan-Williams explained in one of his 
sermons (2017) the significance of Trump’s decision to 
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recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, or as he (and many 
others) misrepresented it, Trump’s decision to “move” 
Israel’s capital to Jerusalem:  
 

If we start studying the signs of the end time, one 
of the things we have to really look out for is when 
the capital moves from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, 
which will happen and we have to pray that it 
happens, because it is a part of prophesy that must 
be fulfilled. And it will happen. And that thought 
couldn’t have entered any president of the United 
States’ head until Donald Trump. It couldn’t 
happen in the times of Barak Obama because of 
the mentality and the attitude of political 
correctness, and the fear of reactions of men. It 
couldn’t have happened. But it will happen during 
the time of Donald Trump because he is not a 
normal politician. I don’t believe he himself 
understands what is driving him. But something is 
going on.  
 
And as a student of prophesy, let me put it this way, 
my assignment is to ensure that you are educated 
and enlightened and that you are not ignorant of 
the times we live in, so you don’t live anyway 
anyhow. But please mark what I am saying to you 
today, that the capital will move to Jerusalem, and 
when it does, the next thing will be the rebuilding 
of the temple. I will stop there for another day. 
And as soon as the rebuilding of the temple begins, 
we have to start watching the clock. We have to 
watch the clock. Because if you look at how 
President Trump came into office, and you look at 
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what is going on all over the nations and even in 
Ghana, it must tell everybody here that there is 
something beyond reasoning and logic that is 
orchestrating the events of our time – beyond the 
control and reach of men.9 

 
The extent to which Christian Zionist sensibilities and 
constituencies impact the diplomatic stance of different 
African countries towards Israel can be debated, and the 
dynamics between religious elites and political leaders 
certainly vary between countries. But the impact of Zionist 
theologies on public opinion and discourse, and by 
implication, on the stance of at least some leaders towards 
Israel, is difficult to deny. It is no coincidence, for example, 
that Lazarus Chakwera, Malawi’s president since 2020 who 
is also an Evangelical Christian and former pastor, 
announced his intention to open an embassy in Jerusalem 
following Donald Trump’s decision. Felix Tshisekedi, 
president of the Democratic Republic of Congo, also 
promised to open an embassy to Israel with an economic 
section in Jerusalem. He made this promise while speaking 
at 2020 conference of the American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee (AIPAC), the US’s largest pro-Israel lobby: “I 
want to build strong connections with Israel and an alliance 
in which my country will be a blessing for the nation of 
Israel, in accordance with the promise of Almighty God,” 
Tshisekedi explained (AIPAC, 2020). He also made sure to 
thank his “Evangelical Christian brothers and sisters” in 
Washington during his speech – a reminder that African 

 
9 The sermon is available online, on Duncan-Williams’ Facebook page, 
where it was posted on 10 December 2017. According to the description 
posted with the video, the sermon was delivered on 5 February 2017.  
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leaders’ appeals to Israel are often also a tool to draw the 
attention of powerful actors in the US and win their favour.  
 
Given the strong influence born-again elites have on their 
respective countries’ political landscape, from political 
leaders to the masses, Israel has been keen to cultivate ties 
with them. Christian leaders such as Archbishop Duncan-
Williams in Ghana and Pastor Robert Kayanja of the Miracle 
Centre Cathedral in Uganda are regularly mobilised by 
Israeli diplomats to support Israel’s public relations 
campaigns and advocacy efforts (see also Dadoo, 2021). 
“Evangelical communities are becoming larger and stronger 
everywhere in Africa… [and] these communities naturally 
have a stronger connection to Israel, and a stronger will to 
have links with us,” an Israeli official in the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs told me in 2019. “They are certainly a factor 
that is encouraging African countries to strengthen their ties 
with Israel today.”10 “Our main objective as an embassy of 
the State of Israel is to strengthen the ties between Israel and 
Ghana, and we do this on three levels: … government-to-
government … business-to-business … and people-to-
people,” Shani Cooper-Zubida, Israel’s ambassador to 
Ghana, explained in another interview. “These churches are 
integrated in all three fields.”11 
 
Counterfeit modernities, authentic spiritualities  
 
What is the appeal of Christian Zionism, and why has it 
spread so successfully among African Evangelicals? To 

 
10 Interview with Gideon Behar, Head of the Africa Bureau at the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Jerusalem, May 2019.  
11 Telephone interview with Shani Cooper-Zubida, Ambassador of 
Israel to Ghana, Liberia and Sierra Leone, December 2018.  
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answer this question, I think, we first need to understand the 
appeal of born-again Christianity in postcolonial Africa 
more broadly. What I would like to argue, drawing on the 
insights of anthropologists of this faith, is that born-again 
Christianity engages with a deep sense of epistemological 
uncertainty that pervades everyday life in contemporary 
Africa, because it promises access to divine truth and 
authenticity. Christian Zionism, in turn, resonates with the 
born-again pursuit of truth, offering believers a clearer view 
of history and God’s intentions and actions. Before dealing 
with Christian Zionism as such, however, let us begin with 
the epistemological crisis to which contemporary born-again 
Christianity responds. In her work on the use of mobile 
phones by youths in Inhambane, Mozambique, 
Archambault (2017: 15) describes a sense of 
“epistemological uncertainty tied to pervasive suspicion” 
among them, which “fuels and is fueled by a deep sense that 
truth is elusive and that all is not what it seems.” It is in this 
sense that I use the term “epistemological uncertainty” here, 
too, to refer to a condition in which no piece of information 
ever feels certain or reliable and suspicion and fears of 
trickery are ubiquitous.  
 
Post-colonial states, the Comaroffs write, “are quite literally 
associated with a counterfeit modernity, a modernity of 
counterfeit. With fictitious documents, fake brand names, 
pirated drugs and movies, and a range of other sorts of 
appropriated intellectual property” (Comaroff and 
Comaroff, 2006: 13). Indeed, popular preoccupations with 
fakery and inauthenticity, and anxieties over deception, 
forgery, and scamming, are staple topics in the literature on 
postcolonial popular cultures and states. The gap between 
the modernist promise of universal prosperity and 
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interconnectedness, on the one hand, and the enduring 
reality of extreme global inequality, on the other, and the 
sense of exclusion and marginalisation that this gap fuels, 
play an important role in this context. “To be fake is to not 
belong,” Newell (2012: 253) observes, “an idea that might 
clarify the abundance of fakery within the postcolony.” In 
many parts of the so-called “Global South”, where due to 
financial crises and neoliberal reforms, state authority and 
symbols have been hollowed and modern capitalist 
industrialisation turned out to be an eroded promise 
(Ferguson, 1999; Ferguson, 2006), people often sense that 
they have been destined to live a “fake” version of 
“modernity” – a version that is supposedly inferior to that 
“original” one inhabited by people in wealthy nations 
(Weiss, 2009).  
 
Under these conditions, urban lifestyles and success 
seemingly require one to master a labyrinthine game of 
mimicry and performance – the act of “bluffing”, 
masterfully discussed by Newell (2012) in his work on youth 
in Abidjan – in which meaning and value are chronically 
contested, slippery, and uncertain. The difference between 
success and its mere performance is vague. State institutions, 
meanwhile, have become so embedded in informal 
networks of enrichment and patronage, that wealth 
accumulation and political power appear arbitrary as well – 
the result of fraud and trickery (Apter, 2005). A civil servant 
may appear to be doing their job, but one is never quite sure 
what goes on behind the visible surface, where formal laws 
and regulations are open for negotiation – especially where 
a quiet kitu kidogo, “a little something” in return, is involved. 
In this environment of epistemological uncertainty or 
“murk” (Blunt, 2004: 297), the fear of being scammed is 
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ever-present and inescapable, and concerns with fakery are 
ubiquitous. As Patricia Kingori notes in a recent special issue 
of the Journal of African Cultural Studies dedicated to fakery in 
Africa: “From drugs and medicines, to food and 
publications, there are few areas of everyday life that have 
not been clouded in suspicion with questions raised about 
their authenticity” (Kingori, 2021: 239-40).  
 
One does not have to spend much time with young people 
in Kampala, for example, or follow Ugandan popular media 
channels, to notice that “fake” and “original” are among the 
most common adjectives in everyday language, casually used 
to describe anything and everything from commodities in 
the market to a wide range of social practices and modes of 
self-fashioning. There are “fake” pastors and churches 
(Lauterbach, 2019; Oduro-Frimpong, 2021), “fake” creams, 
drugs, hair products, and clothes, “fake” universities, 
scholarships, and degrees, and of course, even in far more 
intimate spheres, “fake” boyfriends, girlfriends, and lovers. 
“Uganda seems to be at that point where everyone appears 
to be scheming to cheat or take advantage of the other,” 
Jimmy Spire Ssentongo writes in the Ugandan weekly The 
Observer (2022), “now at a rate that is almost cultural.” One 
is always searching for “something real”, but in an 
environment in which nothing ever seems to be genuine, 
this is a challenging endeavour. The recent wave of rumours 
and anxieties surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic 
provided yet another testament for this acute sense of 
pervasive suspicion – from the notion that scientific 
warnings of the disease were a scam, to the widespread 
concern that the vaccines developed to combat it were 
“fake” or part of a sophisticated satanic scheme (see also 
Ogola, 2021).  
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Against the background of what appears to be chronic 
epistemological uncertainty, what born-again faiths share is 
a relentless emphasis on divine truth, and a remarkable 
preoccupation with the individual quest to uncover satanic 
falsities and deceptions and clear any form of secular doubts 
(Comaroff, 2015: 235). “Jesus is Truth,” born-again 
Christians repeatedly remind us, in an invitation to be 
delivered from the deceptions and hallucinations of 
everyday life: “Jesus is the answer.”12 He is not so much the 
answer to any particular question, however, but rather, the 
divine solution to a general state of constant questioning and 
ambiguity – a divine solution that can “preempt any question” 
(Comaroff, 2008). As Marshall observes, in her work 
focused on Nigeria, born-again Christians “express a 
political spirituality, a quest for a new mode of distinguishing 
the true and the false through a new mode of governing the 
self and others […] in a chaotic epistemological and moral 
field” (Marshall, 2009: 231). Indeed, different types of 
“desire for authenticity,” as Bielo (2011) terms it, have been 
identified by anthropologists working with born-again 
Christians in different parts of the world.13 Divine truth 
promises to fix meaning and signification and restore a sense 
of epistemological certainty and moral clarity. This is so, 
even if this promise, in fact, never fully materialises, and the 

 
12 The statement draws on Jesus’ quote in John 14:6: “I am the way and 
the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.”  
13 This is a common theme in the scholarship on born-again Christianity. 
See, for example, the works of Blunt (2004), De Boeck and Plissart 
(2004: 75-113), Keller (2005), Marshall (2009) and Eriksen et al., (2019: 
157-75). In a non-African setting, see also the works of Dulin (2013) and 
Engberg (2019: 151-84). 
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quest for truth, meaning, and renewal is a never-ending 
process (Engelke and Tomlinson, 2007).  
 
Accepting the key tenets of Christian Zionism is part of a 
paradigmatic process of born-again truth-seeking. An 
important index of the divine for born-again Christians, be 
they Pentecostals or fundamentalists, is the Word of God. 
Biblical literalism is paramount in many born-again 
churches, and indeed, as suggested above, the Christian 
Zionist rejection of “replacement theology” builds on a 
literalist reading of the Bible. The process of coming to 
know that “replacement theology” is not grounded in biblical 
texts – and is thus a “false” human idea that undermines 
divine intent – is commonly presented by Zionists as a 
process of personal enlightenment, awakening, and 
revelation. It is a process, in other words, of coming to know 
divine truth after being misled and deceived. As one of the 
Ugandan evangelists working with Christians for Israel, an 
international Evangelical Zionist group with multiple 
locally-led branches across Africa, passionately explained to 
me:  
 

Whenever we go to preach the Word of God, we 
use the opportunity to teach people who Israel is, 
and who the gentiles are. For people to get to know 
that the physical Israel [is] in existence – you know, 
taking away the mindset of replacement theology. 
[…] Even me, when I grew up in Christianity, I 
could not have any focus about Israel’s existence. 
The gospel that I received was: Whenever you find 
the name Israel, put yourself before God. […]  
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So, as generations went on, people’s understanding 
that the reality of these scriptures addresses Israel, 
physical Israel, vanished out of their minds. So, 
now we try to put that back on the map – on the 
map of their understanding – that Israel exists. 
These scriptures were for Israel. For us, we enter 
into those scriptures by believing in Jesus Christ. 
[…]  
 
The gospel was brought to us by Europeans that 
did not tell us about the origins of this Bible. This 
is the time for Africa to understand. For many it is 
a revelation. They know about Israel, but the 
blessings to come into their lives – how do you tap 
into these blessings? Now there is a very big 
awakening. Whenever you talk about Israel – 
people’s hearts are out! This is the time for Africa 
to love and support Israel.14  

 
As is often the case in contemporary African born-again 
discourse, it is the missionaries who are blamed, in this 
statement, for deceiving Africans. By hiding the biblical 
truth regarding Israel’s role in divine history, missionaries 
have prevented Africans from accessing God’s blessings. 
Zionist theologies promise to revive and follow the “pure” 
type of Christianity originally practiced in the first century. 
Those brands of Christianity introduced by missionaries are 
often portrayed by Zionists as faiths that have been 
contaminated by humans, and thus have to be purified in 

 
14 Interview with Christians for Israel volunteer, September 2019. For a 
similar narrative of awakening, see Sseppuuya’s (2016) account of his 
own experience of coming to reject “replacement theology” in the 
preface to his book. 
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order for their divine core to be uncovered. In the same 
vein, Zionist theologies also draw heavily on the Old 
Testament, a book that was often sidelined by missionaries, 
both Catholic and Protestant. As among Evangelical 
Zionists elsewhere, the conviction of African Zionists is that 
the New Testament cannot be properly understood without 
reading the Old Testament (see also Kaell, 2015). And it is 
a personal commitment to spiritual growth and an active 
effort to search for the truth that are viewed as necessary in 
order for one to be awakened. In the final sections of this 
essay, we turn to the political implications of the ways in 
which the Zionist truth is sensed and grasped by believers. 
Before that, however, I would like to try to illustrate what 
the born-again quest for truth looks like, using the particular 
case of the Nuer Zionists with whom I worked in western 
Ethiopia.  
 
Chasing the truth in South Sudan’s borderlands  
 
The sense of epistemological uncertainty I described above 
was pervasive in the small town of Gambella, in western 
Ethiopia and not far from the South Sudanese border, 
where I conducted research. There, any imported products 
that were available in local markets – shoes, clothes, mobile 
phones, body lotions, laptops, sunglasses – were 
consistently described to me as “fake” by friends and 
colleagues. The operations of government institutions and 
UN agencies, too, were chronically suspected of being 
deceptive and predatory. Any information disseminated by 
the government was suspected of being a lie; any policy 
intervention introduced from above was presumed to have 
some kind of hidden agenda not made known to the people. 
Urban areas in this part of Africa, which emerged out of 
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colonial military, commercial, and administrative outposts, 
have long represented “frontiers of knowledge” that 
attracted individuals who sought to acquire new skills 
(Leonardi, 2013).15 However, the encounter with new actors 
in such spaces has also often been experienced as a perilous 
and potentially humiliating encounter with manipulative and 
deceptive forces (Hutchinson, 1996). Given South Sudan’s 
long history of violent state-making and state-orchestrated 
plunder, such sentiments are entirely understandable. It is 
therefore not surprising that among the Nuer, the urbanised 
“town boy” (gat rεk) came to be imagined and portrayed in 
popular culture as someone who is smart and sophisticated 
to the extent that he is undeceivable, and yet also as 
someone that others view as a threatening crafty trickster – 
wän wän, as such a figure is called in Nuer – like the serpent 
of the Garden of Eden.16  
 
But if everyday discourse in Gambella was saturated with 
anxieties of fakery, performance, and deception, spiritual 
life, particularly among the born-again Zionists I came to 
know, centred around the search for divine truth. The born-
again Nuer Zionists with whom I spent time were affiliated 
with several Sabbatarian churches, that is, churches that 
worship on Sabbath. They followed closely the news from 
the Middle East (which they constantly interpreted in light 
of biblical end-times prophesies) and were eternally 

 
15 Although it is located inside Ethiopia, the town of Gambella was 
established in 1905 as a colonial enclave and was administered by the 
Anglo-Egyptian government of Sudan (Gidron, 2020b). 
16 The serpent is described in Genesis 3:1 as ‘more crafty than any of the 
wild animals…’ In the Nuer Bible this is translated as: ‘le̱y mi pɛl kɛ pɛ̈l 
mi wän wän rɛy le̱e̱yni dial…’ A thief is also known as a wään, though more 
commonly used is the word cuär.  
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preoccupied with the links their churches had with Christian 
groups in Israel. However, their theological and aesthetic 
leniencies were fundamentalist rather than Pentecostal, and 
in this sense, they do not represent what is usually regarded 
in the scholarship as the paradigmatic African contemporary 
born-again group: They rejected the ecstatic worshipping 
style of Pentecostals, were extremely suspicious of promises 
of material wealth in this world, and paid close attention to 
the study of the Scriptures and the observance of biblical 
laws, including observance of the Sabbath and some of the 
Jewish festivals. Members of these Sabbatarian Zionist 
churches insisted that their religious doctrine was the only 
“true” one, and blamed other churches and European 
missionaries for misleading their ancestors by teaching them 
“false” doctrines, including doctrines that adhere to so-
called “replacement theology” and thus fail to acknowledge 
Israel’s special relationship with God.  
 
The historical trajectory of these churches and the context 
in which they emerged illustrate well the preoccupation of 
their members with divine truth and authenticity.17 The first 
Christian missionaries to work among the Nuer of the South 
Sudanese-Ethiopian borderlands were American 
Presbyterians. In 1912, a Presbyterian post was established 
in Nasir, in what is today South Sudan’s Upper Nile, and for 
several decades, Presbyterians remained the only 
missionaries in the region. It was only in the late 1960s that 
Seventh-day Adventists, who were active further east in the 
Ethiopian highlands, expanded into these frontierlands and 
began to attract Nuer members. From the very beginning, 

 
17 I provide a more detailed history of the emergence and evolution of 
these churches in my PhD thesis (Gidron, 2020b).  
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the key Adventist message was that the Nuer have been 
duped by the missionaries: They were made to pray on the 
wrong day of the week. While Sunday had already come to 
be known in the Nuer language, under the influence of the 
missionaries, as the day of God (cäŋ-kuɔth), Seventh-day 
Adventists argued that a careful reading of the Scriptures 
indicates that God never instructed men to replace Sabbath 
with Sunday. Instead of the day of God, Adventists began 
referring to Sunday as the “day of the government” (cäŋ-
kumɛ), to highlight the artificiality and unholiness of it being 
made unique. 
 
The Seventh-day Adventist church expanded dramatically 
during the 1980s in the South Sudanese-Ethiopian 
frontierlands. But it was not long before the very 
preoccupation with truth, authenticity, and doctrinal purity 
which it planted in the hearts of believers led these believers 
to other churches. Seventh-day Adventist Nuer youths who 
spent time in Kakuma refugee camp in northern Kenya 
during the 1990s, were exposed there to the doctrines of a 
Sabbatarian Zionist church known as the Church of God 
(Seventh Day) and decided to join it. The Church of God, 
of American origin, has been active in Kenya since 1970.18 
Unlike the Seventh-day Adventist church, its members 
adhere to an explicitly Zionist doctrine. They reject 
“replacement theology” altogether and view the Jewish 
people and the modern state of Israel as playing a key role 
in the events of the end-times and the Messiah’s return. 
They also observe some of the Jewish festivals, as well as 
Mosaic Law. This means that they not only pray on Sabbath, 

 
18 For an insider account of this movement’s history in Kenya, see the 
work of Khisha Makokha (2016).  
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as Seventh-day Adventists do, but also keep it by avoiding 
activities such as cooking, using money, or working. By the 
late 1990s, some of the Nuer youths who joined the Church 
of God in Kakuma returned to western Ethiopia, where they 
introduced the institution as the only “true” church. The 
Church of God spread quickly among Nuer communities in 
the region. “It was the Seventh-day Adventists that taught 
us to search for the truth,” one of the former Seventh-day 
Adventists who joined the Church of God in Kakuma once 
told me.19  
 
Unsurprisingly, however, it was not long before the 
preoccupation with truth – entwined, of course, in other 
personal rivalries and quarrels between church leaders – led 
to splits in the Church of God as well. Some members, 
arguing that the Church of God in Kenya does not have 
solid links with any active church in Israel despite claiming 
to have its “headquarters” in Jerusalem, decided to leave the 
church and joined another international ministry, led by an 
Israel-based American Evangelical, known as the 
Congregation of Yahweh. Several years later, another group 
of Church of God members, arguing that neither the 
Church of God nor the Congregation of Yahweh maintains 
links with Christians of Jewish ethnic background in Israel 
(or better, Christians who are Jewish by blood, as they put it), 
began reaching out to Messianic Jewish groups and tried to 
partner with them instead. They consequently established a 
new congregation in Ethiopia, which they named Ahavat 
Yeshua (Love of Jesus, in Hebrew) and which was loosely 
affiliated with an Israel-based ministry called Revive Israel. 

 
19 Interview with a former Church of God member, Gambella, April 
2019.  
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Today, there are already more than six Sabbatarian Nuer 
Zionist churches that were established by believers who 
defected from the Church of God operating among Nuer 
across East Africa, each discrediting the others and claiming 
to be the only “true” church or at the very least, the 
representative of the “true” faith.  
 
It may be tempting to dismiss such dynamics of institutional 
fragmentation as mere un-Christian “church politics” rather 
than a process that is underpinned by genuine religious 
concerns. Indeed, believers have increasingly been doubting 
the interests of some of the leaders who chose to establish 
new churches in recent years. And yet, the lay members of 
the Christian Zionist groups I met in Gambella also 
continued to engage in endless doctrinal debates in an effort 
to establish whether they have chosen the “correct” church. 
Schism, in other words, was an important and natural 
consequence of their religious practice, even if they all 
viewed it as generally undesired and regrettable (see also 
Handman, 2014). Regardless of the Zionist group they 
joined, they often described believers in other churches – in 
Gambella, these were mostly Evangelical Protestants, 
including some with strong Pentecostal overtones – using 
the word bath, in Nuer, which means both “confused” and 
“lost”. They invested a great deal of energy in trying to 
inform them about the “true religion” and “true church” of 
which they were members – that is, as opposed to 
supposedly “fake” Protestant and Catholic churches.  
 
In her work on Seventh-day Adventists in Madagascar, 
Keller refers to the efforts of believers to uncover God’s 
truth through Bible study as a process of traveling “the road 
to clarity”. This process of learning and searching, Keller 
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(2005: 234) writes, is “thought to lead to a specific kind of 
potency: the potency to dis-cover the truth hitherto buried 
beneath Satan’s veil of deception.” Nuer Zionists in 
Gambella – many of whom were, indeed, Seventh-day 
Adventists before they decided to join Zionist churches – 
were engaged in this kind of learning process, which they 
experienced as leading them towards absolute moral and 
epistemological clarity. And in their case, Israel and the Jews 
have come to represent important signposts along the road. 
However, their unfinished spiritual journeys also 
demonstrate well how and why the born-again quest for 
truth and clarity very often turns into a vertiginous, endless, 
process. Like other born-again Christians, even the most 
ardent born-again Christian Zionists I met in Ethiopia were 
“locked… in ceaseless struggle with the threat of falsity, 
counterfeit, doubt” (Comaroff, 2015: 222). As close as it 
may have seemed, the final objective of truth and 
epistemological certainty was always one step ahead – 
constantly slipping through the fingers just before being 
firmly grabbed once and for all.  
 
Zionist truth and the problem of spiritual mediation  
 
Christian Zionist theologies, I suggested, resonate with the 
born-again emphasis on divine truth, and thus, just like 
born-again Christianity in Africa more broadly, their 
circulation responds to a general sense of epistemological 
uncertainty, mistrust, and suspicion. Christian Zionism tells 
believers that they have been misinformed – scammed, as it 
is, by false faiths – but it promises them salvation in the form 
of a lucid view of divine history and God’s expectations 
from them. To understand how Christian Zionists come to 
see the world, in light of this truth, we need to take a closer 
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look at the materialities of Christian Zionism: on the ways 
in which it constructs the relationship between the seen, 
physical reality, and the (unseen) world of spirits, divinities, 
and the occult. In other words, we must think about the 
Zionist preoccupation with truth and authenticity as a 
concern with spiritual mediation – a concern with what 
Engelke (2007) called the “problem of presence”. How does 
one identify the truth when it relates to spiritual, and thus 
“immaterial” and invisible, things? How is the immaterial 
sensed? The answers Christian Zionism provides to these 
questions are key for understanding the socio-political 
significance of this faith.  
 
The materialities of spiritual life have attracted considerable 
attention from anthropologists of religion in recent decades. 
The latter have attempted to explain what sorts of things are 
understood by believers of different faiths as enabling an 
experience of divine “immediacy” as Meyer (2011) puts it. 
Keane’s notion of “semiotic ideology”, which he developed 
in his study of the encounter between Sumba communities 
in Indonesia and Dutch Calvinist missionaries, has been 
particularly influential in this context (Keane, 2007: 16-23). 
Semiotic ideologies are those culturally specific assumptions 
regarding the ways in which signs operate and should be 
understood. Signs, in this context, include words (in the 
various material forms in which they manifest themselves, 
from written texts to speech and songs) but also any other 
thing, from images, through sound, to objects and animals. 
Different religious traditions uphold different semiotic 
ideologies, which are manifested in their material practices 
and worldviews and shape, in turn, the diverse ways in which 
believers come to identify, and engage with, the divine.  
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In Pentecostal churches, for example, the ultimate 
barometer for divine presence – and thus also for truth – is 
often the sensory experiences associated with the Holy 
Spirit. “The authoritative index for the presence of the Holy 
Spirit lies in personal sensation,” Meyer (2010: 758) writes. 
Hence the loud music, ecstatic dancing, or speaking in 
tongues are all so central to Pentecostal experiences and 
aesthetics of the divine (Gidron, 2021b). The so-called 
“heat” of Pentecostal churches, as Pentecostals often 
describe the atmosphere in the spaces they occupy, enable 
believers to sense divine presence “live and direct” – to 
borrow the terms famously used, again, by Engelke (2007), 
to describe the religious practices of the Friday Apostolics 
in Zimbabwe. What makes a Pentecostal church successful 
is the presence of the Holy Spirit in it – and not, for instance, 
its formal affiliation with any denomination or church 
bureaucracy – and this spiritual presence is primarily sensed 
by believers. No wonder, given their elaborate and often 
extravagant deployment of audio-visual materials in public 
spaces, African Pentecostal churches have attracted far 
more scholarly attention than any other African religious 
movement in recent decades.  
 
The born-again effort to identify the truth is therefore not 
merely an intellectual exercise in biblical interpretation. 
Rather, it should be understood as part of what is 
experienced as a far more consequential effort to gain 
accurate knowledge about the relationship between the 
material world of everyday life, and the “second world” of 
the unseen, where the ultimate sources of vitality, life and 
justice are to be found. Mbembe (2001: 144) argues that in 
pre-colonial African societies, objects, texts, and artifacts 
served as interfaces with the “second world” of spirits, 
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magic, witchcraft, or sorcery, so that “the great 
epistemological – and therefore social – break was not 
between what was seen and what was read, but between 
what was seen (the visible) and what was not seen (the 
occult).” He returns to these African “ways of working with 
representation and mediation” in a more recent essay:  
 

African precolonial cultures were obsessed with 
questioning the boundaries of life. As evidenced 
by their myths, oral literatures, and cosmogonies, 
among the most important human queries were 
those concerning the world beyond human 
perceptibility, visibility, and consciousness. The 
time of objects was not unlike the time of 
humans. Objects were not seen as static entities. 
Rather, they were like flexible living beings 
endowed with original and at times occult, 
magical, and even therapeutic properties.  
 
Things and objects and the animal and organic 
worlds were also repositories of energy, vitality, 
and virtuality. As such, they constantly invited 
wonder and enchantment. Tools, technical 
objects, and artifacts facilitated the capacity for 
human cognition and language. They belonged to 
the world of interfaces and, as such, served as the 
linchpin for transgressing existing boundaries so 
as to access the Universe’s infinite horizons. With 
human beings and other living entities, they 
entertained a relationship of reciprocal causation. 
This is what early anthropologists mistook for 
“animism.” (Mbembe, 2021: 217) 
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This “autochthonous status of the image” has endured, 
Mbembe (2001: 146) suggests, so that despite the multiple 
changes brought about by colonialism and the modern state, 
“an imaginary world has remained. It is part of the general 
subconscious without which the figurative expression has 
no status.” The status of “things” as interfaces with the 
second, invisible world, continues to inform contemporary 
African engagements with representations, signs, objects as 
well as with new digital technologies and virtual spaces 
(Mbembe, 2021; Newell and Pype, 2021). It is also central, 
therefore, to African notions of spiritual mediation. As 
Engelke also argues, there are “a range of family 
resemblances across Africa when it comes to traditional 
understandings of the spirit world” (Engelke, 2018: 292). 
One is that there is no clear distinction between the natural 
and supernatural worlds, so that “spirits are part and parcel 
of everyday life.” Another is that there is no distinction 
between matter and spirit – they “bleed into one another.” 
Precisely for these reasons, the notion that religion is a 
matter of “belief” in a transcendental reality that is 
inaccessible to humans – a notion that, as Asad famously 
argued (Asad, 1993), is a product of European Christian 
thought – does not fit many African contexts (see also, 
Keller, 2005: 183-86). Religion in Africa is often better 
understood as a domain of knowledge and practice which 
may relate to things that cannot be seen, but that are not at 
all inaccessible or transcendent.  
 
These insights are helpful, I believe, for thinking about 
contemporary African Christian Zionist sensibilities and 
their political significance. As premillennialist Evangelicals 
who generally agree that humanity is approaching the end-
times and Second Coming of Christ, Christian Zionists 
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experience the era in which we currently live as rife with 
satanic manipulations. They are living in what De Boeck 
(2005), writing on Christian life in Kinshasa, called the 
“apocalyptic interlude”, in which Satan is omnipresent and 
everyday life is ceaselessly demonised. Evangelicals regard 
the current era – often known as the “valley of the church” 
in the theological literature – as a historical period not 
covered by biblical texts. This period straddles the 
unmapped territories between the history told in the Holy 
Bible, and the future of the second coming and heavenly 
kingdom prophesised by prophets. In this dispensation, as 
we approach the end-times, judgement, and apocalypse, 
identifying the difference between satanic deceptions and 
divine truths is a remarkably important exercise, and yet also 
a painfully bewildering one (see also, Robbins, 2004a).  
 
Here, the Zionist cosmology makes multiple propositions 
that are immensely attractive from the born-again 
perspective, promising to shed light on the otherwise elusive 
linkages between the material facts of our world and unseen, 
spiritual realities. Above all, the rejection of “replacement 
theology” and the focus on the Jewish people is underpinned 
by powerful ideas regarding the spiritual significance of their 
ethnic identity and, more specifically, their bloodlines. As 
the American fundamentalists and Messianic Jews Dulin 
studied, Zionists view the Jewish people “as an index of the 
immediacy of biblically predicated reality amid the man-
made edifices of secularism and liberal theology” (Dulin, 
2013: 39; and see also Engberg, 2019). An index, here used 
in the Peircean sense, is a sign whose relationship with the 
object it represents is natural and unmanipulated. It is a 
relationship based on objective contiguity and causality, and 
not, as in the case of symbols, on human-made social 
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conventions. In the Zionist cosmology, the relationship 
between the Jewish people and God is indexical. Looking at 
the Jewish people and the modern State of Israel, Zionists 
see divine history and God’s actions unfold in front of their 
very eyes.  
 
In the premillennialist geography of history, the Jews, as a 
distinct (and supposedly endogamous) community, appear 
as a solid marked trail, across the chaotic valley in which we 
live, leading towards stable points of biblical referentiality 
not only in the past but also in the future. They therefore 
promise a sense of epistemological certainty in the otherwise 
confused and turbulent present. Furthermore, the Zionist 
assumption is that the modern State of Israel is directly 
linked, through the bloodlines of its Jewish citizens, to the 
Israelite nation of the Old Testament. The gathering of Jews 
in the Holy Land over the past century, Israel’s 
independence in 1948, and the multiple wars in which the 
country has been involved since its founding, are all 
interpreted by Zionists as fulfilments of biblical prophesies 
and powerful signs that we are living in the Last Days. For 
a great many African born-again Christians, in other words, 
Israel is increasingly becoming an undisputed index of truth 
and revelation: It is a material and graspable manifestation 
of the divine. The truth comes from Israel, Zionists often 
say. But what is perhaps even more important is that the 
State of Israel and the Jews as such are experienced as 
spiritual media and divine interfaces.  
 
Zionist materialities, states, nations  
 
The biblical referentiality of the State of Israel and the 
Jewish people has important implications for the aesthetics 
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and worshipping practices born-again Christian Zionists 
adopt. For a start, it means that objects associated with these 
entities assume spiritual significance as interfaces with the 
divine. Israeli flags, for example, are a common feature not 
only in born-again churches, but also in people’s cars, where 
they are commonly displayed on the windscreen, signalling 
the owner’s political and religious sensibilities while also 
keeping the vehicle blessed. The Star of David (Magen David) 
can also be found decorating various items and clothes in 
born-again churches. The “sword of the Lord” deployed by 
Archbishop Duncan-Williams in some of his sermons, for 
example, is decorated with the Star of David. Anointing oils 
imported from Israel are another popular item among born-
again Christians in Africa, promising healing, success, and 
blessings. Such objects should not be understood as mere 
symbols. Rather, they are material linkages to invisible, 
divine powers: “repositories of energy, vitality, and 
virtuality” (Mbembe 2021: 217).  
 
Some Pentecostal groups are satisfied with the selective 
appropriation of specific Jewish items into their 
worshipping practices. But as the history of Christian 
Zionism among the Nuer indicates, preoccupation with 
Jewishness and biblical authenticity also draws some born-
again Christians towards faiths that combine Jewish 
practices and adherence of the Old Testament’s Mosaic Law 
with belief in the Messiahship of Jesus. This is the process 
taking place among Nuer Christian Zionists, some of whom 
now refer to themselves explicitly as Messianic Jews, a title 
more commonly used to describe individuals of Jewish 
ethnic origin who come to believe in Jesus but continue to 
observe Jewish traditions and holidays. Here, too, a range of 
Jewish objects are appropriated in order to nurture a sense 
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of biblical authenticity and thus consolidate linkages to the 
divine. Among Nuer Christian Zionists, Jewish tallitot 
(prayer shawls) and kippot (skull caps) are increasingly sought 
out, and some male believers are attaching tsitsiyot (the tassels 
that are attached to the corners of Jewish prayer shawls) to 
their trousers. All are keen to learn words and songs of 
praise in the Hebrew language. Some congregations are 
using a shofar (horn) in their services, a popular practice 
among African born-again Pentecostal churches as well.  
 
Such developments are changing the nature of Christian life 
in Africa, leading to the formation of all sorts of “Judaising” 
born-again movements. But they should not be understood 
in isolation from wider social and political processes – 
processes that are not commonly perceived as “religious” in 
and of themselves. For the Christian Zionist preoccupation 
with the Jewish people also has important implications when 
it comes to the ways in which believers think about ethnic 
identities, peoplehood, and the state. Materially, this 
preoccupation is above all a preoccupation with the bodies 
and blood of individual Jews – the physical units that 
together make up God’s People on earth. Zionist theologies 
conceptualise Jewish and gentile identities as inalienable. 
They assume that one’s identity as either a Jew or a gentile 
is naturally determined by one’s biological descent – in a 
sense, by one’s blood. Hence, for example, there is 
remarkable preoccupation of Evangelical Zionists around 
the world with DNA tests. These tests, Evangelical Zionists 
have (not unproblematically) come to assume, can shed light 
on traces of “Jewish blood” in the veins of believers and 
thus provide them with new evidence regarding their “real” 
origins and roots (Imhoff and Kaell, 2017).  
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Such notions of ethnic fixity and primordialism, I have 
argued elsewhere, resonate strongly with contemporary 
African (and global) racial discourses of autochthony and 
indigenousness (Gidron, 2021a). It is not surprising, 
therefore, that across Africa, at the margins of the born-
again movement, a growing number of people now claim 
they are of Israelite descent. They announce that their ethnic 
communities – whose identity is now reimagined as fixed 
and primordial as Jewish identity is in the Christian Zionist 
imagination – are among the so-called “lost tribes” of Israel. 
These include some of the Nuer Zionists I worked with in 
Ethiopia, but a whole range of other African communities 
in different parts of the continent as well. The longing for 
divine indexicality – the quest for biblical authenticity and 
truth in a world full of fakery, deception, and 
meaninglessness – extends to the bodies and blood of 
believers too. After all, if it is possible to establish the 
biblical referentiality of the bloodlines of contemporary 
Jews, then the same should be possible with regard to other 
“tribes” and peoples. The close engagement of many born-
again Christians with the Old Testament is also contributing 
to this process, as it often leads African Christians to identify 
various resemblances between their own indigenous 
“traditions” – some of which they had been encouraged to 
abandon by colonialists and missionaries – and those 
practiced by ancient Israelites, as described in detail in this 
book (see, for example, Ilona, 2014). Biblical authenticity 
correlates with what is imagined to be authentically African, 
producing new identities, counter-histories, and political 
narratives.  
 
As indicated already, while “blessing” Israel and engaging 
with it is something Christian Zionists endeavour to do on 
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an individual basis – as a personal act of faith and devotion 
– they also often try to ensure that the leaders of their states 
are supportive of Israel as well. Such a stance is viewed as 
crucial, in fact, for promoting national prosperity and 
development. Where does that stance position state 
authority and state institutions in relation to the divine? At 
the centre of born-again faiths is the individual. They are, in 
this sense, highly anti-institutional. “For Pentecostals, 
political structures in and of themselves are neither more 
nor less legitimate,” Marshall (2009: 209) writes; “the 
decisive factor appears to be the extent to which they permit 
or prevent the spread of the gospel and the exercise of 
faith.” Moreover, unlike Israel, other states cannot be 
assumed to have an indexical relationship with the divine, as 
there are no clear biblical texts that indicate their biblical 
referentiality within the “valley” we currently inhabit. From 
a biblical perspective, states and governments – save for 
Israel – are all artificial, human-made, “manufactured” 
institutions, and as such, arbitrary, deceptive, and potentially 
demonic.  
 
But this does not mean state cannot be engaged with. 
African Christians have approached the modern nation state 
from various perspectives. Katongole (2019) recently 
divided political theologies in Africa into three groups: 
theologies that seek to reform the state, theologies that embrace 
Africa’s political modernity, and theologies that aim to 
reinvent Africa’s political order. As Ngong (2020: 4) notes, 
these three brands of political theology are not mutually 
exclusive, but rather, “mutually enriching and 
interconnected.” In particular, the border between 
embracing the nation-state’s political order and attempting 
to reform it can be remarkably vague, as meaningful critique 
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of the system also requires a certain degree of cooperation 
with it. A common strategy among born-again groups, 
whose theologies often feature a combination of critique 
and endorsement of mainstream politics, is to engage in 
what Katongole calls “deep evangelization”, attempting to 
reform political structures by ensuring that “God-fearing 
men and women are elected into public office, with the hope 
that, once elected, these Christian leaders will use their 
influence to enact positive social policies and programs” 
(Katongole 2019: 348; see also Musana, 2017). The focus of 
spiritual activity thus remains the individual believer, as is 
often the case in born-again movements. It is through 
committed individuals – from voters, through civil servants, 
to elected leaders – that the public sphere is transformed and 
the state comes to promote Christian ideals and values (see 
also O’Neill, 2010).  
 
It is certainly the case that among some Evangelical 
Christians, particularly those of strong fundamentalist 
leniencies, suspicion of secular power and mainstream 
politics runs so deep that any form of interaction with these 
spheres is discouraged. Nuer Christian Zionists, for 
example, have expressed little interest in influencing 
national politics, either in Ethiopia or in South Sudan. But 
as already indicated earlier, many born-again Christian 
Zionists in Africa have come to engage closely with political 
leaders, and their activities have been underpinned by the 
same logic of reform trough individual religious devotion – 
the “deep evangelization” described by Katongole. Thus, 
for example, there are numerous efforts of born-again lobby 
groups like Christians for Israel to disseminate Zionist 
theologies not only among the masses but also among 
Members of Parliament, military officials, and the judiciary. 
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Once those in power are evangelised, it is assumed, they will 
act in consonance with their Zionist beliefs, and reorient the 
state towards God. States as such may not be legitimate 
from a born-again perspective, but through favourable 
engagements with Israel and the Jewish people, among other 
things, they are able, in the Zionist imagination, to link 
themselves with God and thus not only gain a degree of 
legitimacy but also benefit their citizens. The advocacy 
efforts of Zionist born-again Christians in Uganda, to which 
we turn in the following section, reflect this logic.  
 
Spiritualising the national predicament in Uganda 
 
Precisely because of the biblical referentiality of the State of 
Israel, there is often a historical depth to political 
deployment of Zionist theologies in Africa, one in which the 
prosperity of African states, or the crises they face, are 
immediately linked to the nature of their bilateral ties with 
Israel. During the early 1960s – in the period of African 
independence and modernist state-led development – 
Israel’s diplomatic ties with young African countries 
flourished. Israel had more than 30 embassies across the 
continent, and several African countries established 
embassies in Jerusalem. After the war of 1967 and the 
occupation of Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula, Israel’s status in 
Africa gradually declined, and during the 1973 war, most 
African countries eventually severed their ties with Israel. In 
the 1990s, Israel renewed its bilateral ties with most African 
countries, but these were never as warm or influential as they 
were in the early period of African independence. In recent 
years, a narrative emerged among African Christian Zionists 
according to which the economic and political crises African 
countries faced between the 1970s and 1990s were a direct 
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consequence of their decision to cut ties with Israel and 
support its Arab rivals.  
 
In this narrative, Israel’s renewed strategic interest in Africa 
over the past decade – an interest shaped more than 
anything else by its diplomatic efforts to counter Palestinian 
and Iranian influence in the continent (Gidron, 2020a) – has 
been interpreted by African born-again Christians in biblical 
and prophetic terms. Israel’s “return” to Africa, for them, 
represents a moment of divine restoration, with significant 
implication for the future of the continent. Congolese 
Reverend Albert Mbenga-Ukulangai, for example, the 
founder of a Christian Zionist movement called Africa Bless 
Israel, explains:  
 

Many African nations were blessed when they 
had very good relations with Israel who assisted 
these countries develop in many substantial ways 
after their independence from Europe. Without 
understanding the spiritual connection, and even 
with a rich natural heritage, these same countries 
came under a curse when they broke ties with 
Israel, most of them during 1972 and 1973. Now, 
this is a time for the restoration of Africa. Africa 
shall arise and stand with Israel for her destiny. 
Africa chooses to bless Israel and be blessed as 
referred in Genesis 12 verse 3. (Political Analysis 
South Africa, 2017) 

 
One can identify various national variations of this historical 
narrative across Africa, particularly in those countries in 
which born-again groups have become dominant voices in 
public discourse. Uganda, where “political argumentation 
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has in recent years become increasingly pentecostalised” 
(Alava and Ssentongo, 2016: 681) due to the numerical 
growth of born-again movements and their enhanced 
engagement with institutional politics, represents an 
excellent example. Historically, Uganda’s Christian sphere 
has been dominated by the Anglican and Catholic churches, 
both of which arrived in the country in the late nineteenth 
century. Born-again and Pentecostal movements in Uganda 
often date their emergence to the 1960s, although their roots 
can also be traced back to the East African Revival of the 
1930s (Peterson 2012: 288; Musana, 2017: 102-5). They have 
expanded dramatically, however, since the late 1980s and the 
coming to power of the National Resistance Movement 
(NRM). By 2014, slightly more than 11 percent of the 
population identified as born-again, Pentecostal, or 
Evangelical according to the national census conducted by 
Uganda Bureau of Statistics (2016). The growing influence 
of born-again groups on public discourse manifested itself, 
in particular, in the context of the HIV epidemic during the 
1990s and, more recently, in the context of the Anti-
Homosexuality Act (Bompani, 2016).  
 
In recent years, however, born-again Christians have also 
come to play an important role in shaping Uganda’s 
relationship with Israel. This has been evident not only in 
the establishment of dedicated Christian Zionist lobby 
groups – the Uganda branch of Christians for Israel, for 
example, opened its doors in 2009 – but also in the 
involvement of influential born-again leaders in advocating 
for the strengthening of ties between Uganda and Israel. In 
this context, a historical narrative that spiritualise Uganda’s 
national predicament in Christian Zionist terms has 
repeatedly been invoked. “In the early years of our 
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independence, Israel brought a lot of value into Uganda in 
agriculture, civil works, medicine, trade, and the 
development of the economy,” James Magara, the 
chairperson of Intercessors for Uganda, a local ministry that 
is affiliated with the continental group Intercessors for 
Africa, told the press during Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu’s 2020 visit to the country. “It has been our 
prayer for many years,” Magara further echoed, “that full 
diplomatic relations be restored” (New Vision online 2020). 
Pastor Laban Jumba, of Intercessors for Africa, added:  
 

We learn from the Bible that God divided 
inheritance for the nations, starting with Israel. It 
is like buttoning a shirt; when the first button is the 
right hole, others will fit correctly. Therefore, it is 
very important that Uganda as a nation relates 
properly to Israel. (New Vision online 2020) 

 
Christian Zionists in Uganda have emphasised, in particular, 
the spiritual implications of Idi Amin’s hostility towards 
Israel. The Uganda office of Christians for Israel – often 
confused by passers-by for an Israeli embassy – was 
established by Drake Kanaabo of the Redeemed of the Lord 
Evangelistic Church and is located across Serena Hotel and 
not far from the Ugandan parliament. The organisation 
leads various outreach activities among Ugandan political 
elites and civil servants, and in 2016, convened a special 
“Repentance Conference” for born-again officers of the 
Uganda Peoples’ Defence Forces (UPDF) in Bussi Island on 
Lake Victoria. The event was attended by the Israeli deputy 
ambassador from the embassy in Nairobi as well as 
Evangelicals from Europe, and its spiritual objective was to 
repent for Uganda’s mistreatment of Israel during Amin’s 
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rule. The idea was that high-ranking military officers will be 
able to pray and ask (God as well as the Israelis) for 
forgiveness for the involvement of the Ugandan army in 
activities against Israel. It is worth noting that Amin’s 
hostility towards Israel also led him to ban multiple 
Pentecostal churches, which he accused of “preaching 
politics” on behalf of Israel and the US (Musana, 2017: 106). 
But if Pentecostals in the 1970s dismissed Amin’s 
allegations, today they are entirely open about their religio-
political objectives.  
 
Against the background of these historical dynamics, 
Netanyahu’s decision to begin his 2016 East African tour in 
Uganda – from which he continued to Kenya, Rwanda, and 
Ethiopia – sparked a great deal of excitement in born-again 
circles. Netanyahu was the first Israeli prime minister to visit 
Uganda since the 1976 raid on Entebbe, during which his 
brother was killed. His diplomatic visit began with a large 
ceremony at Entebbe International Airport, marking the 
40th anniversary of the rescue mission. In his book Uganda, 
Africa and Israel: Prophetic Implications of Historical, Geographical 
and Divine Connections, published shortly following 
Netanyahu’s visit to East Africa, Ugandan author and 
Intercessors for Uganda associate David Sseppuuya (2016: 
112-15) reflected on the significance of Netanyahu’s visit in 
relation to Uganda’s turbulent relationship with Israel:  
 

For Uganda the elapsing of 40 years since the 
depths of the hostage crisis signifies the end of 
probation, a passage of time when the country 
went through great trials – wars and insurgencies, 
fractious politics, economic breakdown, social 
ills, disease and epidemics. The lapsing of 40 
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years requires Uganda and Africa to go back to 
God in repentance for poking the apple of His 
eye… in order to get release from the sins of their 
fathers and move on in a new dispensation. […]  
 
Because of the divine promise by God to “bless 
those who bless you” when He was constituting 
the nation of Israel, Uganda is in pole position to 
reap divine favour since she was in the vanguard 
of Israel’s return to Africa, the land of its cradle. 
Uganda and Africa will reap when she has done 
the requisite repentance, for it takes repentance 
to complement God’s divine favour. 

 
For some, the historical depth of the relationship between 
Israel and Africa goes much further back – as is often the 
case in born-again discourse – to biblical times. In January 
2020, for example, Intercessors for Uganda held a special 
prayer event dedicated to Africa’s relationship with Israel. 
The event was titled “Vision 2020 for the Restoration of 
Africa and Israel”. Here, Africa’s debt to Israel was traced 
back not to the 1970s but to the enslavement of Israelites in 
Egypt, as described in the Book of Exodus. “Africa was 
Israel’s first slave master and the consequences of enslaving 
Israel are still clearly felt on the Continent,” the organisers 
explained in the public invitation to the event. “Africa has 
never been able to fully recover from the horrendous effects 
of the slave trade.” The prayer event thus represented, as per 
its organisers, “the beginning of intentional work towards a 
deeper reconciliation between Africa and Israel, and 
together, seek to fulfil God’s call” (Intercessors for Uganda, 
2019). The event was held in Jinja, at the source of the Nile 
– a river that features prominently in the Scriptures and 
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flows into the Mediterranean, thus linking contemporary 
Uganda to divine historical events and to Israel (see also 
Sseppuuya, 2016).  
 
Born-again leaders in Uganda have also called for the 
establishment of a Ugandan embassy in Jerusalem. Upon 
Netanyahu’s second visit to the Uganda in 2020, Pastor 
Drake Kanaabo of Christians for Israel, told the Israeli 
newspaper The Jerusalem Post (Jaffe-Hoffman, 2020) that he 
“got a note from sources that Uganda is moving the 
embassy,” explaining that “Ugandan Christians are no 
longer standing on one leg for Israel, but two – in prayer and 
action.” Other born-again figures similarly expressed 
support of such a move. “Taking our embassy to Jerusalem 
would be prophetic because it is an eternal city,” Bishop 
Joshua Lwere, the general overseer of the National 
Fellowship of Born-again Pentecostal Churches of Uganda, 
told the press: “It is a contact point for all nations” (New 
Vision online 2020). President Museveni acknowledged that 
he was “studying” the matter (Reuters, 2020), but has so far 
not announced that a Ugandan embassy will be opened in 
Jerusalem. The enthusiastic domestic support of born-again 
Christians notwithstanding, such a controversial move is 
likely to provoke the ire of some of Uganda’s international 
partners.  
 
 
Conclusion: A spiritual frontier  
 
The growing embrace of Christian Zionist theologies in 
Africa should be understood within the broader context of 
the rise of born-again Christianity – historically, 
theologically and culturally. Christian Zionism is grounded 
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in the biblical literalism born-again groups adhere to. It 
resonates with their emphasis on individual truth-seeking 
and, in many cases, the possibility of prosperity through 
active religious devotion. And as born-again movements 
more broadly, Christian Zionism engages with the 
epistemological uncertainties that characterise everyday life 
in many parts of Africa today. Supporting and loving Israel, 
in the Christian Zionist experience, is not only a way to 
invite God’s blessings in return upon believers and nations. 
It is also a way to engage with divine history, and thus to be 
closer to God and to the truth. It has already been pointed 
out by scholars that born-again aesthetics, truth claims, and 
practices are transforming the very nature of citizenship, 
statehood, political action, and public life in many parts of 
the African continent. Christian Zionist theologies play an 
important role in this process – with the assumptions they 
promote regarding the spiritual dimensions of history, time, 
nationhood, development, and the current world order – 
and they further spiritualise the realm of international 
relations.  
 
For critics of Israel and its apartheid policies, the 
entanglement of Christian Zionism within some of Africa’s 
most powerful spiritual movements is obviously a cause for 
concern. Christian believers who do not subscribe to Zionist 
ideologies may attempt to address this concern using 
theological and missiological argumentation. For those who 
do not subscribe to the born-again Christian epistemological 
register altogether, however, discussions about Israel with 
Christian Zionist believers may feel like an exercise in 
futility. Israel and its supporters around the world are clearly 
grateful for these developments, which have turned Africa 
into one of the regions whose populations are most 
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supportive of Israel worldwide, particularly in Christian-
majority countries. But from an Africanist perspective, it is 
perhaps helpful to keep in mind that the rise of born-again 
Christianity and thus of Christian Zionism is ultimately 
entangled in much wider epistemological and political 
trends, in which Israel as such is hardly a central actor. In 
many respects, while Christian Zionism is a transnational 
phenomenon and movement, its rise in Africa has had more 
to do with ongoing political, economic, and cultural 
processes affecting the continent than with the daily realities 
and politics of Israel/Palestine.  
 
I began this essay by asking whether there is anything 
uniquely African about Christian Zionism in Africa – 
anything that justifies studying African Christian Zionism, to 
the extent that such a thing exists, as opposed to simply 
studying Christian Zionism as a global movement. 
Underpinned by the strong proselytising thrust of 
Evangelical Protestantism, Christian Zionism clearly makes 
claims that are assumed to be universally relevant. However, 
I have also demonstrated how Zionist theologies have been 
picked up by African Christians and have been interpreted 
and deployed in ways that speak persuasively to their 
particular histories and experiences. Evaluating the Zionist 
preoccupation with truth and authenticity, I have shown 
how the world it constructs resonates with African practices 
and ideas regarding mediation, spiritual interfaces, and the 
second world. The point here was not to emphasise 
continuity so as to argue that African Christian Zionism is a 
mere façade for “traditional” spiritual life, but rather to 
show that the particular manifestations of this faith in Africa 
must be examined within the cultural and political context 
in which it gained root.  
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And yet, I wish to end by suggesting that this does not make 
the story this essay tells an exclusively African one. To claim 
that Christianity’s centre of gravity is shifting southwards is 
now banal. But this southward shift is not merely a 
quantitative matter of changing church-attendance statistics. 
Nor is it an isolated or a purely “religious” trend. Africa 
today is better thought of as a frontier rather than a margin: 
A frontier of new spiritualities and religious identities, but 
also of neoliberal deregulation, commodification, and virtual 
world-making. Changes in spiritual sensibilities and 
concerns are inseparable from other social and political 
dynamics, and they give rise to ways of being and knowing 
that are at once novel and culturally informed, resonating 
with older, African cosmological assumptions (Mbembe, 
2021). If, as the Comaroffs (2015: 18-19) propose, “in the 
history of the present, the global south is running ahead of 
the global north,” then the evolution of Christian Zionism 
in Africa may offer important lessons for students of 
spiritual and political life in other parts of the world.  
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