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Introduction: A Continent in Crisis

On its World Briefing page, a recent edition of Time Magazine
 carried two news briefs on Africa that confirms the ongoing social crisis of the continent: 
Power Struggle Pushes Country Toward Civil War. Ivory Coast: An interminable political deadlock teetered toward outright civil war in Ivory Cost as gun battles raged between troops loyal to incumbent president Laurent Gbagbo and supporters of his opponent, Alassane Outtara. According to the U.N., Outtrara was the winner of the November presidential election. But Gbagbo, who has ruled Ivory Cost for almost a decade, refused to recognize the results, an act that plunged the country into crisis.
$380 million: Equitorial Gunea. Price of a yacht reportedly ordered by the son of the country’s dictator [Teodoro Obiang, who has been in power for 30 years]; it’s almost three times what Guinea spends on education and health.
 

There was a time when enthusiastic Africanists—and I count myself among them—would easily and justifiably dismiss such news reports as but a confirmation of the bias of Western media. For when it comes to reporting on Africa, the media has all too often focused on the negative developments i Africa, not the positive. in Africa that people like Gbagbo and Obiang are the exceptions and not the norm on the landscape of the continent’s social and political historyUnfortunately, the reality that Gbagbo and Obiang represent has become so commonplace that news briefs like the ones above are no longer shocking. On the contrary, they simply confirm what has become a standard expectation of politics in Africa: dictatorship, outlandish corruption, and the holding of elections that do not deliver any democratic transitions, but result in political stalemates, endless power struggles, and civil war. Even then, such news briefs do not capture the full extent of the social and human tragedy behind such events. And, even though numbers often tell only part of the story, consider these: the fighting in Eastern Congo in the last 15 years has killed an estimated 5.4 million people and left over 2 million driven from their homes.
 The civil war in Northern Uganda (“the insurgency” as it was casually mislabeled by the Uganda government) that lasted over 23 years left over 300,000 dead, millions displaced from their homes, and over 26,000 children abducted. Joseph Kony has since shifted his operation from Northern Uganda to Eastern Congo and Chad, and is there carrying out similar atrocities. In 1994, within a period of a mere hundred days, close to a million people were killed by fellow Rwandans in one of the most shocking genocides of our time. A series of “ethnic” massacres and counter reprisals has left Burundi paralyzed within a culture of fear and hatred, and has also reduced this small and beautiful country to one of the poorest in the world.
 The UN estimates indicate that about 120,000 children in Africa, some as young as seven years old are participating in armed conflicts. According to a UNICEF report nearly 1 in 3 children in Africa is malnourished. The UN Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) indicated just recently that poverty levels on the continent have increased by 43 percent over the last 10 years, with women making up to 80 percent of the people living on less than a dollar a day.

All these developments confirm African’s deepening social crisis and call for fresh approaches in social ethics. In a continent where the reality of Christianity continues to grow in dynamic and astounding ways, Africa’s social crisis presents a unique challenge but also a significant opportunity for Christian theology. In trying to think in fresh ways about Africa’s current difficulties and the prospects for a new future, one of the main challenges that social ethics, especially Christian social ethics, faces are the entrenched ways of thinking and responding to Africa’s crisis. What I find particularly disheartening is that even in the face of depressing developments like the ones I have described above, there is still largely a lack of and even resistance to a serious critical engagement of Africa’s social history, an engagement that would help to illumine why the type of “negative excellence” that Gbagbo and Obiang represent has become an integral part of African reality. 
No doubt some of this resistance has to do with the activist impulse with which we are used to dealing with the continent. Africa’s social and human tragedy continues to elicit numerous attempts to save and/or ameliorate the social and human crises. Going hand in hand with this humanitarian outreach are technical and policy recommendations directed towards the  social, economic, and political institutions in an attempt to save or improve their functioning and credibility. Unfortunately, the assumptions that ground these “saving” mechanisms—apart, perhaps, from their optimism—are problematic. Most of the social and political solutions and recommendations for a way forward continue to assume that the ongoing realities of war, violence, corruption, political impunity, and poverty in Africa reflect a failure of modernity in its legal, juridical, and democratic dimensions. Thus, the solutions have consisted primarily of attempts to make Africa’s social, economic, and political institutions work better. But the belief that poverty, violence, and dictatorship in Africa are indications of the failure of the institutions of modernity is wrong. These realities are instead an expression of the unique form that the project of modernity has taken in Africa. In other words, political and economic institutions have worked very well, given the story within which they are grounded. That is why, more than mechanisms to help political and economic rationalities function better, what is needed is a different story, one that can reframe these institutions within a more hopeful telos.

n this essay I wish to make explicit this claim by displaying how leaders like Gbagbo and Obiang are not only thinkable, but represent a standard and predictable expectation within the story of Africa’s modernity. My aim in locating Gbagbo and Obiang within this narrative is to suggest that the underlying challenge of Africa has to do with the reimagination of African society. Christian theology and praxis have unique gifts and resources to bring to this project. That is why, even as someone like Thomas Sankara clearly understood the challenge of reimaging Africa, it is Bishop Paride Taban who most radically exemplifies the hope and shape of a new future in Africa. 
Saving Africa: The Failed Project of Modernity?
Solutions and recommendations to Africa’s social problems have abounded. Ranging from humanitarian aid, development assistance, and policy recommendations to various kinds of legal and technical mechanisms and strategies to advance democracy and political accountability, these efforts have intensified, partly due to Africa’s worsening conditions. The offshoot of this development has been the proliferation of all types of programmatic initiatives—often in terms of centers—of Good Governance, Democratic Development, Conflict Mediation, Human Rights, Ethics and Development, Peace Studies, etc., and almost every university has one or two such centers. Social ethics is thus a lively (and lucrative) business in Africa. Often armed with the latest theories from the social sciences and up-to-date training materials, the different centers offer programs and specialized training. A cursory survey of hotels in a major city on a given weekend will confirm all sorts of seminars being conducted on peace-building, justice mechanisms, food security, accountability, justice and advocacy, mediation, conflict resolution, anti-corruption, human rights, microfinance, and so on. The participants are politicians, civil servants, and leaders from non-governmental organizations and other institutions, who, armed with the relevant knowledge and practical skills garnered from the seminars, are supposed to work as agents in advancing a culture of democracy, economic empowerment, the rule of law, and respect for human rights. The hope is that with the relevant know-how, skills, and legal mechanisms in place, the modern political and economic institutions in Africa will be able to function in the same democratic, legal, transparent, and rational way as they purportedly do in the West and increasingly in Asia. That they have not done so, it is assumed, has to do with a number of factors, some of which are connected to the persistence of traditional African cultural patterns and habits
 and others to the fact that Africa’s modern institutions are still fragile and weak—weak precisely because they are still “developing.”
 It is this assumption that helps not only to explain the growing interest in social ethics in Africa, but also why so much of social ethics takes the form of ethical, legal, structural, and policy recommendations. Given this focus on helping the institutions of modern Africa function better, theological reflection on society has offered very little that is new. In fact, much of what of what usually passes under the muster of Christian social responsibility is nothing much more than a Christian version of attempts to improve the functionality (transparency, accountability) of Africa’s modern political and economic institutions.
However, it is the assumption that Africa’s modern social institutions have not worked very well that is misleading. For it assumes that the ongoing realities of civil war, violence, corruption, poverty, and tribalism reflect either a failed, weak, or yet still to be fully realized institutional culture in Africa. But that is not true. War, violence, chaos, and tribalism in Africa do not reflect a failure of political and economic modalities. These realities are wired within the imaginative landscape of modernity in Africa. Accordingly, they are part and parcel of the contradictions that constitute Africa’s unique modernity. This is obviously a big claim that requires more time and explanation that can be afforded within the limits of this paper, but in outline, the argument revolves around the key role that imagination plays in the formation of communities in general and political communities in particular.
 
Africa Works: Making Gbagbo and Obiang Thinkable

Africa’s social problems can be traced back to the founding narratives that framed the continent’s contact with and thus inception into modernity. This contact coincided with the European interest in and historical project of colonialism. Within this project and the social anthropology that sustained it, African societies, cultures, and peoples had nothing worth to contribute to the purported civilizing mission that Europe came to effect. For, within the European imaginary that predated the historical moment of colonialism, Africa had already been dismissed as a savage Dark Continent—a no man’s land—whose riches were open to exploitation by the modernizing powers of Europe. The historical event of colonialism was in itself nothing but a working out the social, political, and economic implications of this “idea.”
 This then is how Africa came to be received into the project we call modernity: through a narrative that rejected Africa (“nothing good out of Africa”); through a politics of control and domination; and through an economics of plunder and expropriation of Africa’s abundant resources. The modern institutions of education, economics, and politics, which were established by the colonial powers, not only assumed this imaginary, they legitimized it, protected it, and reproduced it, especially among the elite Africans who became its beneficiaries.

With the rise of Independence, European nations were forced to give up their colonies and hand over power to the Africans. What of course is now clear is that the African elite that took over from the colonialists and became the dominant actors in a post-colonial Africa, have continued to operate within the same narrative script of “Africa” as imagined through colonial modernity. In other words, as “successor institution,”
 the nation-state and other institutions of modern Africa, even though now locally run, continue to operate out of the same framework that rejected, exploited, and plundered Africa, while ostensibly saving it through a modernizing rhetoric! 
That this is the case is perhaps best exemplified in the Congo, where one can very easily see that in terms of performance there is not a whole lot of difference between the fictional Mr. Kurtz of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and King Leopold at the end of the nineteenth century,
 and Mobutu Sese Seko
 and the Kabilas at the end of the twentieth century. In fact, within this consistent narrative, the ongoing war in Eastern Congo simply represent an extreme radicalization of the political economy of plunder and wastage. Rwanda and Uganda joined the pillage in the late 1990s, and in their wake, different local war lords and militias joining the game.

That is why the fighting in Eastern Congo, even in its most extreme and barbaric  forms, does not represent a failure of modernity in the Congo, but a heightened form of modernity—the working out of particular imaginations and political and economic rationalities within Africa’s social history. The same is true with much of what is often described as “ethnic” or “tribal” violence, whether it is Tutsi-Hutu violence in Rwanda and Burundi; Hema-Lendu violence in Ituri (Eastern Congo); or Kikuyu-Luo/Kalenjin clashes following the 2007 elections in Kenya. It is misleading to characterize these developments, as they so often are, as the “rekindling of age old animosities between tribes.”
 Rather, much of what goes under the label of “ethnic violence” or “tribalism” in Africa today is a very modern phenomenon, which again represents a recasting of African cultural associations and sensibilities within a modern performance—the power struggle of competing elites to control political power. What is reproduced with these forms of “tribalism” and “ethnic violence” is the very modern phenomenon (to use the expression popularized by Jean-François Bayart in The State of Africa,, “la politque du ventre,” the politics of the belly, into which African masses are recruited by invoking a tribal or other cultural association.

What this brief analysis shows is that this “politics of the belly”—and thus Africa’s crisis of society—reflects the outworking of visions and expectations set within the imaginary of modern Africa. It is this imaginative landscape that shapes the madness that drives modern Africa, and makes actors like Ggagbo, Obiang, and Mugabe thinkable. That is why what is needed to usher African society into a new future—a future where the reality of leaders like Gbagbo or Obiang become the exception rather than the norm—are not simply legal, structural, and policy adjustments (necessary as these no doubt are) but a revisiting of the foundations of Africa’s key institutions. Such a task calls for a re-wiring of Africa, within a new imaginary, which calls for a fresh story– a new “idea of Africa”.

It is this “new idea of Africa” that the late Thomas Sankara tried to get at in his brief tenure as president of Burkina Faso. By briefly attending to his life, both his successes and failures, we might more readily come to see not only the urgency, but also the conditions of possibility, of “inventing the future” in Africa. More specifically, attending to the story of Sankara’s life offers an opportunity to see why Christian theology offers a unique resources with which to engage this task.
 
 Daring to Invent the Future: The Madness of Thomas Sankara

Thomas Sankara was thirty-three when, following a popular uprising and military coup, he became the president of Upper Volta in 1983. Upper Volta was (and in many ways still remains) one of Africa’s poorest countries. The infant mortality was one of the highest (208 for every 1000 births); there was one doctor for every 50,000 people; and the average yearly income was $150. Even though nearly 90 percent of Upper Volta’s 7 million people lived and toiled in the countryside, where drought and famine had plagued the country for many years, Sankara understood that it was not natural factors that determined the plight of his country, but rather the social, political, and economic systems of its neo-colonial heritage. Thus, Sankara was aware of the connections between the post-colonial Upper Volta and its colonial nemesis. In a speech soon after coming to power he noted:
In essence, colonial society and neocolonial society differed not at all. The colonial administration was replaced by a neocolonial administration identical to it in every respect. The colonial army was replaced by a neocolonial army with the same characteristics, the same functions, and the same role of safeguarding the interests of imperialism and its national allies. The colonial school system was replaced by neocolonial schools, which pursued the same goals of alienating our children from our country and reproducing a society that would primarily serve the interests of imperialism and secondarily those of its local lackeys and allies.
 
What these contradictions pointed to, and which Sankara was able to name, was the underlying story of plunder and exploitation within which both colonial and post-colonial society operated, which made Upper Volta a “paradise for some and a hell for others.” It is to this foundational story that he was pointing when he went on to note: 

With the support and blessing of imperialism . . . [neocolonialists] set about organizing systematic plunder of our country. . . . Driven solely by personal interest, they no longer hesitated at even the most dishonest means, engaging in massive corruption, embezzlement of public funds and properties, influence-peddling and real estate speculation, and practicing favoritism and nepotism.
 

It is significant that Sankara was able to locate the contradictions of his Upper Volta society within the foundational story of her inception into modernity, for it means that he was also able to clearly understand that reversing Upper Volta’s social history required more than a few constitutional adjustments or World Bank and International Monetary Fund mandated policies and reforms. It required a total overhaul—a “revolution” (as he called it)—whose goal would not only turn the edifice of Upper Volta’s political, economic, and feudal system upside down,
 but re-think the very foundations of the country. The immediate effect of that effort would be to recast Upper Volta within a new paradigm altogether, which instead of subjecting the peoples’ interests to those of the neo-colonial elite, would mobilize the struggling peasants, women, youth—in a word, the masses—as the foundation of a new Voltaic society.

The focus on the foundations of Upper Volta thus revealed the need for a new paradigm, a new imaginative framework within which to re-think Upper Volta. But because a new paradigm meant stepping outside the standard, ready-made, and easily available prescriptions of how to “fix” Upper Volta, Sankara realized that the project, which he now increasingly referred to as “inventing the future,” called for a special type of courage. In fact, the audacity to think outside those economic and political rationalities amounted to nothing than a form of “madness.” It is this madness of re-imagining Upper Volta that Sankara was referring to in a speech on the fourth anniversary of the revolution, when he noted: 
You cannot carry out fundamental change without a certain amount of madness. In this case, it comes from non-conformity; the ability to turn your back on old formulas; the courage to invent the future. It took the madmen of yesterday for us to be able to act with extreme clarity today. I want to be one of those madmen. We must dare to invent the future. 

It is this kind of madness—of “daring to invent the future” of Upper Volta—that Sankara gave himself to in his brief (five-year) but exciting tenure as president. The extensive social, land, agricultural, economic, and administrative reforms that he carried out during his tenure grew out of and reflected this madness. He increased the prices peasants received for basic food crops; started an extensive reforestation program throughout the country; abolished the head tax and the compulsory labor performed by peasants for village chiefs; and nationalized the land to guarantee peasants’ access to the soil and to the products of their labor. Basic health care services were made available to millions for the first time, and infant mortality fell dramatically, to 145 for every 1,000 live births by 1987.

Other reforms of Sankara’s revolutionary madness saw increased participation by the in political decision-making, as well as the creation of programs for women’s empowerment. For instance, Sankara’s government included a large number of women; he banned female genital mutilation; condemned polygamy; and promoted contraception. He declared the 22nd of September a day of gender solidarity, when, for example, men did all the chores traditionally reserved for women, such as going to the market, fetching water, and preparing meals. 
Even the more symbolic of Sankara’s reforms signaled a new direction for the country and a fresh vision for political leadership in Africa. For example, when Sankara was appointed minister of state for education, he came to his first cabinet meeting on a bicycle. And as president, he sold most of the government fleet of Mercedes-Benzes and made the Renault 5 (the cheapest car sold in Upper Volta at that time) the official service car of the ministers. As a president he refused to use air-conditioning because he said such a luxury was only available to a handful of his countrymen. When asked why he did not want his portrait hung in public places, as is the norm for other African leaders, Sankara said, “There are seven million Thomas Sankaras.”

Behind all these reforms, what Sankara sought was not simply to make Upper Volta more democratic, efficient, and economically viable, but to create a new identity and vision of themselves for the people and, in the end, a new society altogether. To signify this goal, Sankara, on the fourth anniversary of the revolution that brought him to power, renamed the country Burkina Faso, a name which means “the country of the upright.”
As Sankara’s reforms became popular, especially among the youth and peasants, they alienated a small but powerful middle-class of the local elite and foreign institutions such as the IMF, World Bank, and French government, whose policies and interests were being threatened by the revolution. Thus, on October 15, 1988, five years after he came to power, Sankara was assassinated by Blaise Campaore—the same man who had helped him come to power.

It is not clear how far Sankara’s “revolution” would have gone if he had not been assassinated. Elsewhere I have argued that one of the major limitations or shortcomings of Sankara’s vision was the fact that even as he called his countrymen and women into a new future, he lacked a thick enough story for the new community and identity he was calling the Burkinabe people into. He often described the goal of the revolution in terms of happiness and self-determination (“its ultimate goal is to build a new Voltaic society, in which the Voltaic citizen, motivated by revolutionary consciousness, will be the architect of his own happiness”
), but these notions of “happiness” and “self-determination”—in the absence of a thick narrative framework—remained hopelessly vague.
That is one of the reasons why, even though the majority of the Burkinabe people (most notably the youth and peasants who were taken up by Sankara’s revolution and who held massive demonstrations and vigils following his assassination) were behind the revolution, their enthusiasm and commitment could not be sustained in the face of growing government repression. Thus not long after his assassination, Sankara’s revolution and its astounding accomplishments ran out of momentum, faded, and finally fizzled. 
This fate of the revolution might have been already apparent during Sankara’s life time and to Sankara himself, and may also explain Sankara’s own impatience—the fact that he wanted the revolution to succeed in his own time. A Burkinabe peasant, on getting the news of Sankara’s assassination, assessed the gains of the revolution: because of the revolution, he said, “we know a little about the type of politicians we need. It taught us to work by ourselves and for ourselves.” But while noting that he was not completely surprised by Sankara’s assassination (“he had bad men around him, people who just wanted to drive around in big cars”), the peasant acutely remarked: “But Sankara wanted everything to happen too quickly—he expected too much.”

It would take us too far afield to provide a thorough assessment of Sankara’s revolution in this paper. Here we can only note that Sankara’s clarity about the underlying story of Upper Volta’s modernity and the need (as well as the urgency) to re-invent is the type of revolutionary thinking that is needed in Africa. Moreover, the example of Sankara’s own leadership as well as the success and impact of his revolution, short lived as it might have been, offer a glimpse into the possibilities of the project of re-inventing the future in African countries. Sankara was also right when he stated that the task of re-inventing Africa’s future requires a certain degree of madness: the leaving of old formulas behind (that is, of making politics work) and redirecting attention away from the foundational imaginary of the political and social institutions of modern Africa. What Sankara desperately needed but lacked was a thick narrative framework—a story of human society—of its origin (an “in the beginning”) and its development in history, as well as its assumed end or telos beyond one’s own life-time.

Christian theology not only offers such a story, its account of creation, history, and eschatology also provides a good framework within which to re-imagine Africa beyond its current social-political nightmare. Moreover, all the elements that Sankara’s story helps to confirm are central to the task of inventing the future - vision, revolutionary madness, courage, sacrifice—are at home within the rich context of Christian theology and praxis. However, in order to live into this possibility—to live within the full potential and madness of Christian faith—Christian theology and ethics would also need to reinvent itself and move away from the beaten and familiar track of recommendations of what has come to be known as “Christian social responsibility.” That is what the story of Bishop Paride Taban and the Holy Trinity Peace Village at Kuron in Southern Sudan points to. 
Bishop Paride Taban and the Holy Spirit Peace Village
In 2005, Bishop Paride Taban retired as the Catholic bishop of Torit and moved to the remote area of Kuron in Sudan’s Eastern Equatorial Province, where he founded a village settlement, the Holy Spirit Peace Village. Founding the village was Taban’s response to Sudan’s history of civil war, poverty, and tribalism, realities that defined Taban’s own life and ministry as a priest and later as a bishop. He was nineteen when Sudan gained independence from England and Egypt in 1955. That same year civil war broke out between the North and South and lasted for seventeen years. Then, in 1983, the year Taban was appointed bishop of Torit, civil war broke out again, following President Gaafar Nimeiry's decision to establish Islamic Sharia law as the foundation for Sudan, including Southern Sudan, whose population was—and still is—predominantly Christian and African traditionalist. This war, which lasted for over twenty years until the Comprehensive Peace Agreement of January 2005, displaced an estimated 4 million people (out of a total estimated population of 32 million) and killed an estimated 2 million people. It devastated the entire social, health, educational, and political infrastructure of Southern Sudan, and damaged all the agricultural livelihood of the population, leading to food shortages, malnutrition, and starvation. 
During this time of war, Taban proved himself a pastor to the people in Southern Sudan. Having been himself displaced by the fighting from his own diocese he found himself homeless among other homeless people, feeding the hungry, organizing medical and food supplies, comforting the wounded and dying, and giving courage to those frightened and fleeing from the war. Also during this time he traveled to many parts of the world, including the United States, Europe, and Australia, lobbying for peace for Southern Sudan. As part of this campaign, he co-founded the New Sudan Council of Churches (NSCC), an umbrella organization for Christian churches in Southern Sudan, which facilitated talks between the Southern rebels and the Khartoum government, and also helped negotiate the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA), which was signed on 9 January, 2005, and granted Southern Sudan autonomy for six years, to be followed by a referendum in 2011 about independence.
 
Even though Taban’s leadership and pastoral ministry were unusual during the war, what is even more impressive is that just when the peace agreement he had worked so hard to bring about was about to be signed, and when he was facing the prospect of being able to play a major role within the new government, he resigned his position as Bishop of Torit and “retired” to one of the most remote parts of the Sudan to set up the Kuron Holy Trinity Peace Village.
The Holy Trinity Peace Village

There are a number of noteworthy elements about the Holy Trinity Peace Village that confirm it as a revolutionary experiment in shaping a new future in Sudan. First, in the village, people from different tribes and different religions—Islam, Christianity, and Traditionalist—commit and seek to live together in harmony, raising crops and animals and learning new farming methods. The village also has a school that offers formal education for girls and boys and runs programs for adult literacy. The clinic offers a number of health care programs including training in sanitation and other basic health care skills. In all this, Taban envisions and describes the village as an “oasis” of peace, where exist both harmonious relationships and food security.
As an “oasis” Holy Trinity Peace Village is therefore an “interruption” to Sudan’s social history of war and famine.
Secondly, Taban also describes the Peace Village as an “an ambitious experiment” in nation-building in that it displays the kind of new future he hopes to see everywhere in the Sudan. Thus, even though Kuron itself is small village in the middle of nowhere, its goal is to end tribalism, war, and famine. These realities, Taban notes, are real and everywhere in the Sudan. But they need to be eradicated. But Taban also knows that “you cannot do it all at once.” You can only do it in “in a small way.”
 Holy Trinity Peace village is thus a “demonstration” of the future beyond war, violence, and tribalism, a future that takes time, but can be realized only in small measures. Thus, Taban also describes Kuron not only as an experiment, but also as a “small flame” (the logo for the peace village is a small flame underneath an African pot) that he has ignited and that he hopes will ignite other flames and a revolution. 
Another notable element of Taban’s experiment is its location in a “village.” That Taban would not base his ambitious experiment of nation-building in the city (Torit, or even better, Juba, the capital of the New Southern Sudan), but in a village is very telling. For relocating from the city to one of the remotest villages is a counter-intuitive act, a revolutionary reversal of Africa’s modernity, whose logic dismisses the village as savage and backward, the epitome of “nothing good out of Africa.” However, Taban’s counter-modernity concretely confirms that a new future in Africa must be located and grounded within a completely different logic than the trajectory of post-Enlightenment rationality, scientific control, and nation-building that currently drives post-colonial Africa. 
For Taban, this new “location” is not simply physical—a village—it is decisively theological. In describing how he came to the idea of a peace village Taban mentions how when he was growing up in the sawmill village of Katire, he saw different groups peacefully interact, and then during his 1993 visit to Nave Shalome near Jerusalem, he saw a cooperative village where Israelis, Palestinians, Jews, Christians, and Muslims lived in harmony. However, while even as these experiences offered concrete practical models, it is nevertheless the story of the Holy Trinity that is the key inspiration behind his experiment: thus the name—Holy Trinity Peace Village—and the its logo—a flame issuing from three logs representing the harmonious love of the three persons of the Trinity.
President Omar Bashir of Sudan once referred to Paride Taban as the “mad bishop.” It is not difficult to see why. Who but a mad bishop would leave his bishop’s place in a city and relocate to the remotest bush, live there in a tent, and then imagine himself to be engaged in working towards a “total end to tribalism, war and poverty” in the Sudan—a country about a third of the size of the United States! In this Taban shares the revolutionary madness as Sankara. For like Sankara, who sought to invent the future in a way that involved a total transformation of the social, political, and economic institutions of Upper Volta, Taban too hopes for nothing less than a total end to war and tribalism in the Sudan. However, unlike Sankara, whose impatience we noted, Taban is content with a “small flame” and a gradual journey towards this end. The difference between Sankara and Taban is not merely a difference in strategy; it is theological. For what the story of Taban highlights is that what forms, shapes, and drives Taban’s madness is the story of the Holy Trinity: three persons in one—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—each unique, yet existing as one Godhead, as one indivisible union of harmonious difference. 
To the extent that this vision of the Trinity is in itself a story that depicts the “in the beginning” (of how the world and human society came into existence), it offers Taban not only a vision but also a model of what human society ought to and can look like. Moreover, the practical implications of the Holy Trinity, especially the fact that violence and poverty have already been overcome by the love symbolized in the harmonious indwelling and relationship of the three persons, are what cultivate Taban’s patience and readiness to live with small signs and a gradual journey into that which Christians believe is already realized. Sankara did not have this theological background to draw from, and so nothing short of an immediate victory could sustain his confidence in the revolution. 
Moreover, the story of God’s relationship with God’s people throughout history, God’s patience with Israel, and the decisive moment of the Incarnation, all offer Taban practical insights into how God imagines and shapes a new future for God’s people. Accordingly, Taban can live and work in a remote village because he follows the path of the Godhead in the Incarnate Son. For Jesus also lived and worked in remote places—the backwaters of Galilee—and also set aflame a revolution that promised hope and a new future to those marginalized and abused by the political and religious institutions of their time. As a Christian and a priest, Taban has been drawn within this story of the Holy Trinity. He lives within it, and seeks to work out its social and practical implications, using the story as the foundation for a new future in Africa. 
That is why in the face of news briefs about Gbagbo and Obiang, it is stories like that of Paride Taban that keep one hopeful about Africa. Gbagbo and Obiang are obviously mad actors within the drama of contemporary Africa, made mad by the story of power and greed at the heart of the continent’s modernity. In the face of that madness there would be little to be hopeful about if Africa did not have people like Taban, who are shaped by and operate out of a different kind of madness—a madness that pushes them to “dare to invent” a new future in Africa. 
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� Robert H. Bates, When Things Fell Apart: State Failure in Late-Century Africa (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008) provides a good example of this fairly widespread assumption about the African nation-state as a failed or essentially weak institution. Approaching the issue from an economic angle, Bates argues that what accounts for the economic and political collapse of so many African states since independence is their weak economic base, which makes it impossible to manage various internal factions or meet the state’s many competing needs. Even without taking into account the economic base of Bates’ argument, what the different accounts of “weak” or “failed” states seem to have in common is the assumption that with the relevant economic, juridical, or ethical adjustments, the limitations of the African nation-states can be overcome, so as to allow the state to function better. 


� My argument for the interconnection between story and imagination in shaping political communities owes a great deal to Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism (New York: Courier Companies, 1991). It was William Cavanaugh, however, who led me to appreciate Anderson’s argument that all communities are imagined communities and to see the different forms the imagining of communities takes (torture in the case of Pinochet’s Chile). It was also Cavanaugh’s work that led me to see more clearly how theology and Christian practice in general offer a unique space for political decisive reimagination of politics. Thus Cavanaugh’s work also helped to make explicit and more concrete connections and conclusions that my study of Hauerwas’ theological ethics had opened up. See William T. Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist: Theology, Politics, and the Body of Christ (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1998) and Theopolitical Imagination: Christian Practices of Space and Time (New York: Continuum, 2003).


� For a full explication, see V. Y. Mudimbe, The Idea of Africa (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994), as well as his earlier The Invention of Africa: Gnosis, Philosophy, and the Order of Knowledge (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988).


� On the role that education in general and missionary education in particular played in reproducing, advancing and reinforcing a racialized imagination of Rwanda, with Hutu and Tutsi as “distinct” identities, see especially Mahmood Mamdani, When Victims Become Killers: Colonialism, Nativism, and the Genocide in Rwanda (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), esp. 76-102. 


� On the nation state as the “successor” institution to colonial machinery, which continues to operate out of the same script, see particularly Basil Davidson’s The Black Man’s Burden: Africa and the Curse of the Nation-State (New York: Three Rivers Press, 1992), esp. 243-65. 


� See e.g. Adam Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost: The Story of Greed, Terror, and Heroism in Colonial Africa (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1998). 


� See Michela Wrong, In the Footsteps of Mr. Kurtz: Living on the Brink of Disaster in Mobutu's Congo (New York: HarperCollins, 2001).


� For the story of plunder as it has continued to play out in the Congo, see especially Thomas Turner, The Congo Wars: Conflict, Myth and Reality (London: Zed Books, 2007); Gerard Prunier, Africa's World War: Congo, the Rwandan Genocide, and the Making of a Continental Catastrophe (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009); and David Renton, David Seddon, and Leo Zeilig, The Congo: Plunder and Resistance (New York: Zed Books, 2007).


� The depiction of African conflicts as the rekindling of age-old tribal animosities just bolsters the misleading impression that the problem of violence in Africa, which nation-state modernities are meant to be a solution to, is Africa’s failure to let go of her atavistic past and move into the modern dispensation. The argument I am making in this paper is that the kind of “tribalism” witnessed in Africa as well as the forms of violence that are a recurrent feature in Africa are distinctly “modern” problems—problems that only make sense within the frame of a story like the one I have sketched above. 


� In this connection, I find Patrick Chabal and Jean Pascal Daloz’s argument about the political instrumentalization of disorder and economic failure compelling. According to them, the resurgence of ethnicity, witchcraft, and other cultural traits in Africa is not an indication of the continent’s move backward, but the evidence of the unique and multi-faceted path to modernization; in other words, it is a unique form of modernization. See Africa Works: Disorder as Political Instrument (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999). For another argument along similar lines, see Peter Geshiere’s The Modernity of Witchcraft: Politics and the Occult in Postcolonial Africa (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1997).


� The following discussion of Thomas Sankara and Bishop Paride Taban is more fully explored in my The Sacrifice of Africa: A Political Theology for Africa (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011).


� Thomas Sankara, Thomas Sankara Speaks: The Burkina Faso Revolution, ed. and trans. Samantha Anderson (New York: Pathfinder Press, 1988), 35.


� Ibid., emphasis added.


� During his years in military school, Sankara was introduced to the ideals of the Cuban revolution. Not only did he become a great admirer of leaders like Castro and Che Guevara (Sankara would himself come to be referred to as the African Che), their Marxist frame of social analysis also allowed him to clearly see the inner workings and full effects of the neo-colonial mechanisms of exploitation that shaped Upper Volta


� Sankara, Speaks, 144, emphasis added.


� Sankara, Speaks, iii.


� Sankara, Speaks, 47.


�   “Who Killed the Lion King?” New Internationalist 268 [June 1995]: http://www.newint.org/features/1995/06/05/lionking/)  emphasis added.


� From this point of view not only is every community an “imagined community,” every social imagination is theological in that it involves a metaphysics of “in the beginning” as well as an account of the beyond, the “toward what.” It is the articulation of this “beyond” that Sankara was desperately searching for as he looked for a vision, a story, and a language with which to frame the revolution, and increasingly invoked quasi-religious language and imagery to describe it. He spoke of the revolution as a “reconversion” of the state (Speaks, 42) and as the “qualitative transformation of our minds” (ibid., 239).


� The Referendum was held in January 2011 and the majority of Southern Sudanese voted for independence. The results were accepted by the Northern Khartoum government. Southern Sudan is preparing to become an independent country in July 2011.


� Bishop Paride Taban, Plenary address to Great Lakes Initiative Leaders Gathering, Bujumbura, Burundi, January 2009. 


� Ibid.





1 | Page

