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“A dry, well-articulated sermon may cause listeners to applaud. But only a sermon borne on 
the oven of prayer, produced through the burning power of the Holy Spirit, can produce 
lasting results in the church ... we need the reviving power of the Holy Spirit in our dead 
churches.” — Byang Kato
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WELCOME TO THE PASTOR’S STUDY

W elcome to this issue of The Pastor’s Study—the final issue of 2025. This 
magazine is designed to help pastors in the study of the Word and in 

subjects that are helpful for a broad, instructive and effective teaching 
ministry.

This issue is dedicated to the memory of Dr. Byang H. Kato who died in a 
tragic drowning accident fifty years ago this year, December 1975. The guest 
editorial from Dr. Musa Gaiya of the University of Jos, is an appeal for African 
biographical writing.

               
           

            
           

       

           
            
             

              

             
           

Sincerely, Aaron Dunlop

UPCOMING ISSUES
“If any man thirsts ….” • The Birth of Samuel

                
           

            
           

       

                
           

       en-point proposal for safeguarding biblical 
Christianity in Africa         

       

 We have also included an introduction to African traditional religions by 
pastor Ken Banda (pages 16–17) and a history of Christianity in Nigeria, 
Kato’s home country, by Dr. Paul Todd. We are grateful again to Ligonier 
Ministries for a devotional from Dr. R. C. Sproul (page 20).

              
          

 All of these articles will also be available on our new online resource library– 
www.krapfproject.org. May the Lord bless this issue to his own glory.

              
           

       
         

       

 Included in this issue is an account of Kato’s life (pages 6–9) and a deeper 
look into his Christian character and spiritual formation (pages 14–15). We 
include some of Kato’s writing, in his t
 (pages 18–19), as well as a centre-page pull-out photo 
montage of the founder of Evangelical Theology in Africa.



CHRISTIAN BIOGRAPHICAL
HISTORIOGRAPHY IN AFRICA
Musa A. B. Gaiya

J onathan Bonk, founder of the 
Journal of African Christian 

Biography (JACB), was perhaps the 
first to draw attention to the dearth 
of biographical writings in Africa. 
Bonk proposed a revision of the 
global progress of Christianity by 
the study of the locals who had 
made the expansion of Christianity 
possible. For the African scene, he 
lamented:

The twentieth-century growth and 
character of Christianity in Africa is 
without historical precedent, yet 
information on the major creative 
and innovative local figures and 
leaders of this growth—from local 
evangelists and pastors to nationally 
known Christian leaders—is sadly 
lacking from standard historical and 
biographical reference works.
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Writing Christian 

biographies is crucial for 

the African church 

because it helps to record 

and store these stories of 

the lives of Christians so 

that succeeding 

generations can learn 

from the legacies of 

outstanding African 

Christians.

      
   
    

     
     

   
    

      
     

   
     

    
     

      
    
      

      
       

      
       
      
       

    
     

     

 It is because of this gap in the 
writing of church history in Africa

 Going through the table of 
contents of Mission Legacies, 
published by Overseas Ministry 
Study Center (OMSC), there are 
just two Africans: Samuel Ajayi 
Crowther (Sierra Leonian/Nigerian) 
and William Wade Harris 
(Liberian). There are no Katos, no 
Olatayos, no Bawados, no Ganakas, 
no Todis—outstanding Nigerian 
church leaders, some of them 
recognised internationally. This is 
because the authors of this book

     
     

      
      

        
     

      
      

      
        

    

     
 

      
       

      
       
      
       

        
    

The only biography of Byang Kato 
written by a Nigerian, that I know 
of, is an unpublished essay written 
by a lecturer in JETS, Rev. Kantiyok 
A. Tukura, titled, “A Brief Biography 
of Late Rev. Dr. Byang Kato.” He 
delivered it as part of a series of 
lectures to memorialise Byang Kato 
in JETS’ Chapel in October 2003.

did not know these other Africans.
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data, analyse it, and write stories of 
African heroes of the gospel.

The challenge that young scholars 
will have in writing African 
biographies is getting sources 
(material, data) especially given 
that Africans do not write their 
stories, they do not write memoirs, 
or keep records of their daily lives 
in diaries, and hardly do they write 
autobiographies, etc. To overcome 
this, scholars of Church History in 
Africa teach how to collect oral data 
through conducting interviews, 
such that much of the stories will 
depend on oral data.

Oral history is a useful tool for 
historical reconstruction in Africa 
because orality is part of African 
culture. They pass information from 
one person to another orally, and 
oral storytelling is a major aspect of 
traditional education in Africa. 
Therefore, writing Christian 
biographies is crucial for the African 
church because it helps to record 
and store these stories of the lives 
of Christians so that succeeding 
generations can learn from the 
legacies of outstanding African 
Christians. Without biographies 
many of these great Christians are 
buried with libraries of their stories 
on earth when they die.

Musa A. B. Gaiya is a professor of 
church history at University of Jos, 
Nigeria. He is an ordained minister with 
the Evangelical Church Winning All. He 
has published several books and articles.

that the OMSC began the collection 
of biographies of African Christians 
to create “an electronic biographical 
database on African Christian 
leaders who have laid the 
foundations and advanced the 
growth of Christian communities in 
Africa.” The project is called 
Dictionary of African Christian 
Biography (DACB).

Biographies are essential tools for 
recording church history because 
they provide an opportunity for 
Christians from the grassroots 
(especially catechists and 
evangelists) to the leadership of the 
church to explain their pilgrim 
stories and what Christianity means 
to their lives. Thus, biographical 
writing shifts the focus from the 
structures (staple diet of historical 
theology) to members of the church 
(grassroots history).

    
      

    
     

     
      

     
      
     

     
   

For African churches to tackle this 
dearth of Christian biographies, 
theological seminaries must 
introduce courses in Christian 
historiography, so students can be 
taught how to collect biographical 

     
      

    
     

     
    

     
      
     

     
   

 Biographies are essential for 
writing the lives and legacies of 
Africans, Asians, Latin Americans 
and Oceanians because these are 
where the living churches are. 
Typically, a church in Nigeria with 
500 members is considered small, 
while many churches in Europe and 
North America are virtually empty; 
some have been turned into 
casinos, cinemas or museums.
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• Evangelism must call for exclusive 
allegiance to Christ. The Gospel 
must be proclaimed as a call to 
exclusive loyalty to Christ—not an 
addition to existing religious 
practice.

The church must be a counter-
cultural community rooted in the 
kingdom of God.

Conclusion
The influence of ATR presents both 

challenges and opportunities for the 
African Church. The challenge is that 
syncretism is very real, and the 

“Introduction to African traditional religion,” continued from p. 17.

opportunity to proclaim the 
supremacy of Christ over all 
powers and bring true 
transformation is important. 
Pastors must study ATR not to 
accommodate it but to confront it 
biblically and lead God’s people 
into genuine kingdom living.

Ken Banda is the Lead Pastor of 
Faith Baptist Church in Kitwe, 
Zambia. He also serves as Associate 
Dean at Central Africa Baptist 
University in Kitwe, Zambia.

“To me, the great need in Africa today is ministerial training, coupled with in-

depth teaching in the church. We should make an effort to convince 

missionaries and Christian leaders that while evangelism should not be 

neglected, teaching the converts we already have should be our priority. A well-

taught Christian will become an evangelist.”

—Byang Kato

“A child exposed to the Word of God at home is prepared for any atmosphere 

he will find in later life. If his questions are not dealt with at home he will 

take them somewhere else where he may not get a sympathetic, biblical-based 

answer. This is the challenge that African leaders and parents must face.”

—Byang Kato



THE LIFE OF BYANG KATO

B yang Henry Kato was born 
on June 23, 1936, in Sabzuro, a 

district of Kwoi, a rural town in 
North Nigeria, during the British 
colonial era, the firstborn to Heri 
and Zawi Kato.

The religious and spiritual context 
into which Kato was born was a 
mixture of Islam in the northern 
regions of Nigeria and traditional 
African religions (ATR). His father 
was the fetish priest to the local 
deity, Pop-ku, and as the first-born 
and the heir apparent, Kato was 
expected to succeed his father. Soon 
after his birth, therefore, young 
Kato was dedicated to the gods to 
become a fetish priest, with the 
promise that his parents would 
nurture him in the religion of the 
Jaba people and cultivate the fetish 
practices to appease the gods. He 
was, as he later said, a child of 
Satan.

Kato then, was initiated into the 
religion of his father and received 
incisions on either side of his 
temples, as a blood-covenant, it 
seems, between the members of his 
family and the gods. These marks, 
along with the initiation rites for 
manhood, instructed in the art of 
offering sacrifices and other fetish 
practices, give Kato an authentic 
cultural and religious identity 
among the Jaba tribe.
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Sometime in the late 1940s, 
Christian missionaries came to 
Kato’s hometown of Kwoi, one of 
the earliest settlements for 
Christian missionaries in Nigeria. 
Among them was Miss Mary M. 
Haas, a missionary with the Sudan 
Interior Mission (SIM). Miss Haas 
set out her stall on a rock in the 
centre of the town, including a 
phonograph machine to play music. 
It was here that Kato first heard the 
gospel at twelve years old, an adult 
by the standards of his tribe; Byang 
began his formal education in a 
little mission school. He worked 
with his father in the morning and 
attended school in the afternoon.

He was a bright student, and 
during class one day, he heard the 
message of salvation in the story of 
Noah and the ark and he had to face 
the facts; “Juju [ATR] could not 
save my soul.” And so, Kato stood 
before the class and openly 
confessed Jesus as his Saviour. He 
was baptised on November 21, 
1948, by Rev. Raymond Veenker 
and given the name Henry, an 
anglicised version of his father’s 
name, Heri.

Even as a young boy, Kato had an 
insatiable thirst for learning and an 
extraordinary commitment, seeking 
out every opportunity to improve 
his English. He worked his father’s 



within me,” he says, “and tears 
streaming down my face, I went 
forward to confess my sins before 
the Lord and His people.” As a 
symbol of his sincerity, Kato took 
off his shirt and laying it alongside 
the other gifts that had begun to 
gather at the front of the church, he 
said, “Lord, I give you my life.”

Kato continued his studies with 
enthusiasm and in time moved on 
to Igbaja Bible College, 300 miles 
from his home. Back home 
however, he had left behind a young 
lady who had won a special place in 
his heart, Miss Jummai (Juma) 
Rahila Gandu. In one letter from 
bible college, he wrote, “I have 
prayed a long time to know the 
Lord’s choice for my wife. I’m 
certain you’re the one.” A few 
months before his graduation, on 
January 26, 1957, Kato and Juma 
were married. They had three 
children together, Deborah, 
Jonathan and Paul.

When he graduated from the 
Igbaja Bible College in 1957, Kato 
returned to Kwoi to teach at the 
Bible Training School. He joined the 
staff at the African Challenge, a 
magazine published by the SIM in 
Lagos, and he was offered further 
training in writing and a residential 
course in journalism if he would 
come to work for the magazine. He 
had a difficult decision to make. He 
enjoyed writing, and saw the value 
of it for the church, but he felt the 
Lord would have him prepare for 
pastoral ministry. In the end, he 

farm in the morning and found 
employment at the missionary’s 
compound, to pay for his school fee 
and supplies. He threw himself into 
the activities of the Boy’s Brigade 
(BB) also and benefited from the 
discipline of military structure and 
biblical instruction. By the time he 
was sixteen, Kato was the 
superintendent and director of a 
reading unit of the African 
Challenge magazine, a Sergeant in 
the BB and the first Nigerian to win 
the Proficiency Star of that 
organisation.

A turning point in Kato’s life 
came at a conference in 1953. At 
that conference, organised by the 
SIM, there was an emphasis on 
holiness, repentance from sin and 
the call for believers to give 
themselves to the service of the 
Lord, and for the Church in Kwoi to 
send out their own missionaries. 
Kata recalled those meetings, “The 
Holy Spirit convicted us of our 
selfishness and materialism. In that 
congregation of nearly a thousand, 
men and women wept for their sins. 
Husbands and wives were 
confessing how they'd sinned 
against each other. One after 
another rose and, stripping off an 
outer garment or emptying their 
pockets, went forward, offering 
these possessions to show they 
would keep nothing back from the 
Lord. Day after day, the Holy Spirit 
moved hearts.

The Lord was working on Kato’s 
heart also. “With my heart breaking 
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nineteen African countries.

By the early 1970s, Kato, at thirty-
four years old, ordained to the 
Christian ministry and with huge 
influence as General Secretary of 
the ECWA, Kato had come to the 
conclusion that biblical Christianity 
was at a turning point in Africa. He 
believed that with the threat of 
syncretism, universalism, and 
Christo-paganism, the spiritual 
battle for Africa would be fought 
largely on theological grounds. In 
the spring of 1970, in the 
providence of God Dr. Goerge 
Peters was visiting Nigeria from 
Dallas Theological Seminary, and 
Kato was given an opportunity to 
study in DTS.

He studied hard and finished the 
two-year programme in one year–
with honours. He was also awarded 
the Four-Way Test Award, for 
scholarship, Christian character, 
human relationships, and 
trustworthiness, with a $500 
tuition grant attached. Before Kato 
had completed his doctoral degree 
in 1973, the AEAM had invited him 
to speak at a conference in Nairobi 
in 1973, and an invitation to serve 
as its General Secretary followed. In 
correspondence with the AEAM 
Kato had laid out his position very 
clearly.[70]

To me, the great need in Africa today 
is ministerial training, coupled with 
in-depth teaching in the church. We 
should make an effort to convince 
missionaries and Christian leaders 

decided to pursue pastoral ministry, 
and put his all into studies in 
preparation for entrance into 
seminary.

His cheerful and vivacious 
personality and his hard work had 
won the respect and love of those 
around him, and the joint 
scholarship board of the SIM) and 
his church, the Evangelical Church 
of West Africa (ECWA) granted him 
a scholarship to study at the 
London Bible College, in the UK. 

On his return from London in 
1966, Kato took a teaching position 
at Igbaja. The following year he was 
elected General Secretary of the 
ECWA. It was a full-time position 
which necessitated the family 
relocating to the ECWA 
headquarters in Jos, and during the 
Biafra Civil War, which continued 
for three years (July 1967–January 
1970) Kato worked tirelessly for the 
ECWA, in a network of 1400 
churches with an average 
attendance of 400,000 throughout 
the country.

In February of that year he 
travelled to Limuru, Kenya as a 
delegate for ECWA-SIM, to attend 
the tercentennial General Assembly 
of the Association of Evangelicals of 
Africa and Madagascar (AEAM). 
The theme of the conference was 
“The Unchanging Word in a 
Changing Continent” and Kato was 
asked to present a plenary address 
on Christian Education, to a 
gathering of sixty delegates from 
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and his body was returned to 
Nigeria for burial in his hometown 
of Kwoi.

The sense of loss at the death of 
Kato was palpable, not just in Africa 
but across the evangelical world. 
Harold Fuller, the SIM Deputy 
Director in Jos, struggled to sleep 
for several nights, he said, 
questioning God, and “almost 
resentful at the thought of this 
great loss to the Church in Africa.” 
Francis Sheaffer the founder of 
L’Abri Fellowship wrote, “When I 
read of Byang Kato's death, I 
literally wept. I do not cry easily, 
but the loss for Africa and the 
Lord’s work seemed so great.” Kato 
had submitted an article for the 
Bibliotheca Sacra and when it was 
printed in the April 1976 issue, the 
editor inserted a note conveying the 
news of Kato’s death and stated 
that “The evangelical world has lost 
an outstanding African leader.” In 
an Editorial Note also, in the 
January 1976 Issue, the editor of 
Christianity Today wrote,

we mourn what for us was the 
untimely death of Byang Kato, a 
rising young evangelical African, 
who served with me on the Lausanne 
Continuation Committee. His heart 
beat fervently for the evangelisation 
of Africa and the world.

Source
De la Haye, Sophie. Byang Kato: 
Ambassador for Christ. Kisumu: 
Africa Christian Press, 1986.

that while evangelism should not be 
neglected, teaching the converts we 
already have should be our priority. 
A well-taught Christian will become 
an evangelist.

The next two and a half years 
would prove exceptionally busy and 
exhausting for Kato as he 
crisscrossed Africa and the world on 
behalf of the AEAM and saw the 
organisation grow. In the two years 
he served the AEAM, the 
membership of national bodies 
more than doubled, and the 
organisation represented 10 million 
Christians in Africa. He also served 
as the Executive Secretary of the 
Theological Commission of the 
AEAM, to meet in Nairobi in 
November 1975. The Fifth 
Assembly of the World Council of 
Churches (WCC) also met in 
Nairobi at that time, from 
November 23rd to December 10th, 
and Kato attended the WCC 
meetings as an observer.

Kato left Nairobi for a holiday 
with his family in Mombasa after 
the conferences. It had been an 
exceptionally busy month, and he 
was exhausted. His family had 
rented a holiday cottage close to the 
beach south of Mombasa. On 
December 18, 1975, Kato went 
missing and was found dead on the 
beach the following morning. His 
death shocked the evangelical world 
and left a huge void in the work of 
evangelicalism in Africa. A 
memorial service at Nairobi Baptist 
Church was arranged on Dec. 23, 



IMAGES FROM THE LIFE OF KATO
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Left: From 1963 to 1966 Kato 
studied at the London Bible 
College (now London School of 
Theology), where he earned a 
bachelor’s in theology.

Copyright, London School of Theology 

formerly London Bible College.

All rights reserved.

Right: Kato was a proud Nigerian. He 
loved his culture and often took Nigerian 
food with him when travelling. Here he is 
with his traditional Hausa Babanriga 
and Hula.

Courtesy of Nation Media Group PLC,

Nairobi, Kenya. All rights reserved.

Above: One of the most influential periods in Kato’s life was a three-month course in Paris, 
France with Child Evangelism Fellowship (CEF) in the summer of 1966. His wife, Jummai also 
did the course. See middle row, left side.

Courtesy of Child Evangelism Fellowship (CEF). All rights reserved.
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Left: Kato in 1970 at the Dallas Theological 
Seminary (DTS) in America.
Courtesy of Dallas Theological Seminary, Dallas, Texas, USA. 

All rights reserved.

Left: Kato in 1973 
when he had earned his 
Ph.D. from DTS. He 
was a life-long learner; 
“no one knew what 
was going on with the 
church in Africa more 
than Dr. Byang Kato” 
(AIM missionary, 
Kijabe, Dec. 1975). 
Notice the two marks 
on his temple from his 
initiation into 
traditional African 
religion.

Courtesy of Dallas 

Theological Seminary, 

Dallas, Texas, USA.

All rights reserved.

Right: Dr. George Peters (seated  
left, in front of Kato) was a 
preeminent missiologist. He 
introduced Kato to DTS on a visit 
to Nigeria in 1970. Kato served 
with him on the DTS missions 
faculty in 1972–73.
Courtesy of Dallas Theological Seminary, 

Dallas, Texas, USA. All rights reserved.



A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE CHURCH
IN NIGERIA
Dr. Paul Todd

M odern church history in
Nigeria takes the form of a 

series of waves dating from 1833.

Britain banned the North Atlantic 
slave trade in 1807 and in 1833 it 
became illegal to own slaves in the 
British Empire. The Royal Navy 
then stationed the West Africa 
Squadron of warships in Fernando 
Po to capture the slave ships of 
other nations and liberate their 
slaves or “recaptives.”

Many of the 150,000 “recaptives” 
joined other freed slaves from 
Europe, North America and the 
West Indies in the British colony of 
Sierra Leone where they were 
educated or trained and then 
released to make a living of 
themselves in the colony. Many 
converted to Christianity as 
Anglican and Methodist 
missionaries evangelised among 
them.

Inevitably some freed slaves, 
originally from Abeokuta, 
commenced trading along the West 
African coast, and soon were 
moving back to southern Nigeria 
and appealed for missionaries to 
come and help them. One of those 
early missionaries was Samuel Ajayi 
Crowther, the first indigenous 
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Nigerian Anglican Bishop (from 
1864–1891). Anglican, Methodist, 
Baptist, Presbyterian and Roman 
Catholic missionaries began 
evangelising along Nigeria’s coast.

In the late 19th and early 20th 
century, a second wave brought the 
“interior” missions. From 1858 to 
1862 the Third Great Awakening 
religious revival had swept the 
English-speaking world. Many 
became Christians, new churches 
were built, and interest grew in 
missionary work, especially 
reaching people groups where 
Christ was unknown.

A key figure in this movement 
was Hudson Taylor, the English 
founder of the China Inland 
Mission (CIM). These 
interdenominational “faith” 
missions depended on donations 
from individuals and church 
congregations, as the missionaries 
trusted God to move their 
supporters to donate. The Qua Iboe 
Mission started in 1887 in 
southeast Nigeria. The Sudan 
Interior Mission (SIM) arrived in 
1893, but was established properly 
from 1902. Under Rowland 
Bingham’s leadership they wanted 
to evangelise northern Hausa 
Muslims but were more successful 



13

Anticipating independence in 
1960, missions raced to establish 
indigenous church structures and 
leadership. For example, SIM 
churches formed ECWA in 1954, 
and through its Evangelical 
Missionary Society (EMS) mission’s 
department, Nigerians evangelised 
across Nigeria and in neighbouring 
countries. In 1963 the New Life for 
All evangelistic programme was 
launched across a wide range of 
Protestant denominations. This 
revolutionised Nigeria’s religious 
landscape with hundreds of 
thousands following Jesus Christ.

After the Civil War (1967–1970) 
came the charismatic movement. 
Building on earlier Pentecostalism, 
the charismatics widened 
Christians’ exposure to Pentecostal 
doctrines, especially in missionary-
founded churches and among 
younger urban populations. Since 
the 1990s the new charismatics 
have grown, in many cases 
preaching the prosperity gospel. 
These churches include the 
Redeemed Christian Church of 
God, The Lord’s Chosen Church, 
Mountain of Fire and Miracles, 
Christ Embassy etc., which have 
gained prominence in the 
ecclesiastical landscape in Nigeria.

Paul Todd has been involved with 
Christian ministry in Nigeria most of 
his life. He has taught Church History 
at the Jos ECWA Theological Seminary. 
He is a Co-founder of Africa Christian 
Textbooks (ACTS). He lives with his 
wife in Northern Ireland.

among central Nigeria’s 
traditionalists. 

The Sudan United Mission (SUM) 
arrived in 1904, and the United 
Missionary Society in 1905. SUM’s 
founder Karl Kumm envisioned a 
line of mission stations across 
Africa holding back Islam’s advance. 
They focused on evangelising 
traditionalist people groups with 
medical work, preaching, Bible 
translation and literacy and some 
used agricultural development.

However, as Western missionaries 
were not permitted in Muslim 
emirates, the first actual Christian 
“missionaries” in Muslim areas 
were southern Nigerian Christian 
traders and civil servants who 
requested to have pastors for the 
churches they had planted. 
Evangelists from the Middle Belt 
region were also more effective than 
Western missionaries.

After World War I, African 
Instituted Churches—founded and 
led by Africans—began to appear. 
Many of these were in response to 
the Spanish flu pandemic which 
was sweeping the world, and for 
which medicine at that time had no 
answer. Churches like the 
Cherubim & Seraphim, Christ 
Apostolic Church and Church of the 
Lord Aladura and others were early 
forms of Pentecostal churches, often 
rejecting Western medicine in 
favour of faith healing. They spread 
particularly during a 1930s religious 
revival.



THE SPIRITUAL FORMATION
OF A MAN OF GOD

I n this article we want to focus 
on some of the characteristics of 

Byang Kato. Kato’s personal 
commitment to the gospel was 
exceptionally focussed and 
consistent, and did not go unnoticed 
by the Sudan Interior Mission (SIM) 
and Evangelical Church West Africa 
(ECWA) leaders. Four qualities of his 
character became particularly 
dominant, and that the Lord 
honoured, and that are a challenge to 
all who desire to honour God.

First, Kato’s prayerlife was 
detailed and methodical. He 
maintained a spiritual journal, a 
record of spiritual insights and 
thoughts. Entries show how he 
would list his prayer requests and 
the date that that prayer was 
answered. In September 1961, for 
example, he prayed that his wife 
would have more interest in study 
and love God and his word. Three 
months later, he noted that she 
wanted to go to Girl’s Christian 
Training Institute in Kwoi, which 
she did.

On January 14, 1962, also, he 
prayed for a bicycle. Two days later, 
January 16, he notes that the prayer 
was answered and includes a 
Scripture reference, Philippians 4:19, 
“But my God shall supply all your 
need according to his riches in glory 
by Christ Jesus.”

Second, Kato had a tender 
conscience. An example of this 
comes from a missionary teacher at 
the Igbaja Bible School, Mr. Al 
Classen. Classen remembers one 
night when Kato turned up at his 
house in distress. Classen was in 
bed when Kato knocked on the 
door.

He wanted to talk to him about 
some issue of personal defeat. After 
reading with him and praying, Kato 
went home with peace of mind 
restored. Classen testifies that he saw 
in Kato “the secret of a life that was 
to become a blessing to many, 
including myself.”

Third, Kato’s Christian character 
was evident in how he cultivated his 
family life. From the time of his 
marriage in 1957, Kato had been 
determined to raise a distinguished 
Christian family. 

One friend remembers.

As young married people, Byang and 
Jummai demonstrated what a 
Christian home should be like. From 
the first day, they read the Bible and 
prayed together. I never saw them 
frown or talk harshly to each other.

By late 1960 he and his wife had 
three children and Kato had 
developed a biblical theology of the 
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diligence in study and love of books.

In one account Kato visited the 
home of a missionary one evening in 
Zabolo. When he entered the living 
room he went straight for the 
bookcase, and falling down on his 
knees, said, “when will I have books 
like these?”

As time went on, however, Kato 
became persuaded of the importance 
of theological training, a conviction 
that would only grow stronger. He 
became convinced that the 
theological problems in the African 
church in his day were due to biblical 
ignorance and an “inadequate 
emphasis on theological education on 
the part of missionaries.”

He said,

most of the missionaries lack sound 
theological education. In some circles 
it has been felt that those candidates 
who could not qualify for higher level 
seminary studies could go to the 
mission field instead …. So a 
mammoth church has been 
established without the depth of 
theology that the church needs. 
Christian leaders are now vulnerable 
to the tactics of ecumenism with its 
basic universalistic premise…. 

Christian family. Part of this can be 
attributed to a course he did with the 
American based Child Evangelism 
Fellowship (CEF) in the summer of 
1966. This course had a huge impact 
on Kato and his understanding of 
child evangelism and conversion.

At the first assembly of the AEAM 
in Limuru, Kenya in 1969, he gave a 
lecture on “The Youth in the African 
Church.” In this lecture he lamented 
that “in many Christian homes family 
worship, joint family devotions, and 
prayers are not observed,” and he 
argued that “a good Christian home 
should be the foundation of youth 
work.”

According to the testimony of his 
wife he was patient in the home and 
taught the children the Bible, making 
sure they understood what he was 
reading.

He later wrote,

The Christian home should be the 
first place for sound theological 
discussion. The old concept in Africa 
that a child should be seen and not 
heard does not promote parent-child 
discussion. This must change. The 
family altar should not be merely a 
dead ritual, but spontaneous 
discussion should mark the family 
get-together. The discussion around 
the Word of God should then be 
followed with sincere prayer.

A fourth characteristic of Kato’s 
commitment to the gospel was his 
insatiable desire for learning, his 
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INTRODUCTION TO AFRICAN

TRADITIONAL RELIGION

Ken Banda

A frica, with its vast diversity 
of peoples, languages, and 

cultures, is nevertheless united by 
one fundamental element: religion. 
As John Mbiti observes, “Religion 
permeates into all the departments 
of life so fully that it is not easy or 
possible to isolate it” (Mbiti 
1969:1).

In African Traditional Religion 
(ATR), there is no separation 
between the sacred and the secular; 
life is wholly spiritual. Every 
action—whether eating, farming, 
marrying, or celebrating—is 
considered a religious activity.

Unlike many world religions that 
require formal conversion, ATR is 
not a religion one joins; it is a 
religion one is born into. Religious 
identity is inherited through family 
and community. In ATR’s worldview, 
the purpose of religion is not 
primarily to worship God as 
sovereign Lord, but to secure 
blessings, protection, and prosperity. 
God and the spiritual realm are 
perceived as existing to meet human 
needs. This utilitarian approach to 
religion helps explain why adherents 
easily shift allegiance if their 
perceived needs are not met.

Mbiti famously remarked, “There 
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are no atheists in Africa,” 
highlighting the deeply religious 
nature of African societies and the 
need for Christians—especially 
pastors and theologians—to 
understand ATR as a living 
worldview that continues to shape 
beliefs and practices.

Reasons for African Pastors to 
Study ATR
1. To avoid turning to ATR in times 

of crisis. During funerals or family 
crises, some Christians revert to 
ATR practices when they feel 
Scripture does not address their 
needs. Understanding ATR 
enables pastors to counsel 
biblically from a worldview 
perspective. Examples; Widow 
cleansing, burial rites, births rites, 
death rites are among those 
practices Christians revert to in 
times of crisis.

2. To avoid syncretism of ATR and 
Christianity in the Church. Many 
converts do not abandon ATR 
beliefs and practices but carry 
them into Christianity. This is 
called syncretism.

3. To have a proper biblical 
worldview understanding: ATR is 
fundamentally a worldview with 
deep-rooted assumptions that 
influence behaviour. Pastors 
must understand these 



17

to dual allegiance.
• Some Christians turn to 

diviners during crises.
• Dealing with ATR there is a 

need for discipleship that 
transforms worldviews.

3. Ecclesiological implications to ATR
• The church is often approached 

as a place of power rather than 
worship.

• Pastors may be viewed as 
mediators similar to traditional 
priests.

• Cultural pressure influences 
members to conform to ATR 
rituals.

• The African Church must 
embody a new way of life 
rooted in the kingdom of God, 
rather than accommodating 
ATR practices. This requires 
strong biblical teaching, 
spiritual formation, and 
community support for those 
leaving traditional systems.

• ATR places immense value on 
the community and ancestors. 
Church members often face 
pressure to participate in 
traditional rites during 
funerals, marriages, or harvest 
ceremonies. Failure to do so 
results in social shame or fear 
of spiritual consequences.

4. Missional implications to ATR
• ATR shapes how the gospel is 

interpreted. If the gospel is 
presented merely as another 
means to access power or 
protection, conversion becomes 
syncretistic rather than 
transformative.

Continued on p. 5.

presuppositions to address them 
biblically.

Fundamental Beliefs in ATR
• Belief in impersonal (mystical) 

powers. ATR acknowledges 
unseen forces influencing life, 
forming the basis of witchcraft, 
sorcery, and divination.

• Belief in spirit beings. In ATR the 
spirit world is believed to be 
densely populated with spirits 
and ancestral beings (Turaki 
2020:121).

• Belief in African pagan 
spirituality. In ATR religion is 
pragmatic; its goal is personal 
well-being.

• Belief in many divinities. Most 
ATR systems acknowledge a 
hierarchy of divinities under a 
supreme being.

• Belief in a supreme being. God is 
acknowledged as creator but is 
seen as distant and approached 
through intermediaries.

Implications of ATR for the 
African Church
1. Theological implications to ATR

• God is viewed as a means to an 
end rather than the sovereign 
Lord.

• There is a diminished view of 
God’s holiness which leads to a 
distorted understanding of sin.

• There is a persistent fear of 
spirits that undermines 
confidence in Christ’s 
sufficiency.

2. Pastoral implications to ATR
• There is continued reliance on 

traditional practices that leads 



KATO’S TEN-POINT PROPOSAL: SAFEGUARDING

BIBLICAL CHRISTIANITY IN AFRICA

Theological Pitfalls in Africa, (Kisumu: Evangel Publishing House, 1975), 181–184.

O ne: Adhere to the basic 
presuppositions of historic 

Christianity.

1. God has revealed Himself in 
general revelation, in creating 
man in his own image, through 
man's conscience, and through 
creation of the world as a whole 
(Romans 1:18–23; 2:15–18).

2. Non-Christian religions prove 
man has a concept of God but 
they also show man's rebellion 
against God (Romans 1:18–23).

3. God has redemptively become 
incarnate in Christ for the 
redemption of mankind (Romans 
5:17).

4. The principles of continuity and 
discontinuity. First, God’s image 
in man has not been obliterated, 
and general revelation, though is 
still a de facto revelation. Second, 
God is now producing a new man 
in the formation of the Body of 
Christ (Ephesians 2:15).

5. The Bible alone is the final 
infallible rule of faith and 
practice, fully inspired, inerrant 
in the original manuscripts, and 
faithfully transmitted (2 Timothy 
3:16; John 10:35).
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Two: Express Christianity in a truly 
African context, allowing it to judge 
the African culture and never allow 
the culture to take precedence over 
Christianity. To do otherwise would 
isolate African Christianity from 
historical Christianity, Biblically 
based. This cannot be done by 
creating an “African Theology” as 
understood by some African 
theologians today, but rather by:

1. Expressing theological concepts 
in terms of the African situation. 
The insights of Western 
theologians over the years must 
be appreciated. But the squabbles 
of the West do not have to be the 
pattern for the younger churches. 
The final word has not yet been 
said in expressing Christianity. 
But the Bible content remains 
unchanged.

2. “Scratching where it itches.” The 
African problems of polygamy, 
family structure, spirit world, 
liturgy, to mention a few, need to 
be tackled by evangelical African 
theologians and Biblical answers 
presented.

Three: Concentrate effort in the 
training of men in the Scriptures, 
employing the original languages to 
facilitate their ability in exegeting 



19

Seven: Carefully and accurately 
delineate and concisely express 
terms of theology as a necessary 
safeguard against syncretism and 
universalism.

Eight: Carefully present apologetics 
towards unbiblical systems that are 
creeping into the church. This calls 
for more leadership training.

Nine: Show concern in social action 
but bear in mind at all times that 
the primary goal of the church is 
the presentation of personal 
salvation. As individuals are 
converted, they become 
instruments of revolutionizing 
society for good. The church is not 
a department of social welfare for 
the government. It is a body of 
individuals called out to prepare the 
world for the second coming of 
Christ.

Ten: Following the steps of the 
New Testament Church, Christians 
in Africa should be prepared to say, 
“For to me to live is Christ, and to 
die is gain” (Philippians 1:21). 
Africa needs her Polycarps, 
Athanasiuses, and Luthers, ready to 
contend for the faith at any cost.

The Lord of the church who has 
commanded Bible-believing 
Christians to “contend earnestly for 
the faith” (Jude 3), has also said, 
“Yes, I am coming quickly” 
(Revelation 22:20). May we give the 
reverberating response, “Amen, 
Come Lord Jesus.”

the Word of God. In-depth 
knowledge rather than mere 
superficial mechanics in the 
ministry should be the primary 
concern.

Four: Carefully study African 
traditional religions as well as other 
religions but only secondarily to the 
inductive study of God’s word. The 
New Testament writers and the 
early church evangelists did not 
consider it worth-while to spend 
too much of their energy in the 
study of non-Christian religions.

All non-Christians belong to one 
and the same group—unsaved. The 
sinful nature needs no study 
analysis as its outworking is clearly 
manifested in daily life.

Five: Launch an aggressive 
program of evangelism and 
missions to prevent a fall into the 
error of the doctrinal strifes of 
third-century Christianity in 
North Africa (at the expense of 
evangelism).

Six: Consolidate organizational 
structures based on doctrinal 
agreements. Fraternal relationships 
such as are being shaped by the 
Association of Evangelicals of Africa 
and Madagascar (AEAM, now 
AEA), is strongly urged. The 
gregarious nature of the African 
calls for a fellowship so much 
needed; yet it does not need to be 
an organic union, neither does it 
need to be a unity at any cost.



LOOKING INTO THE FACE OF CHRIST
R.C. Sproul

S imeon had dedicated his life 
to obedience and fidelity to 

God day after day after day. And 
finally he comes into the temple 
and there’s the baby. There’s the 
Messiah! And that’s all I need! I 
don’t have to hang around and 
watch the public ministry. I don’t 
need to see the miracle of changing 
the water into wine at Canaan. I 
don’t have to see the 
transfiguration. I don’t have to see 
the cross. I don’t have to see the 
resurrection. Just viewing the 
presence of Christ is all I need.

Now, God, let now thy servant 
depart in peace according to your 
Word, for my eyes have seen your 
salvation which you have prepared 
before the face of all people. A light 
to bring revelation to the gentiles 
and the glory of your people Israel. 
I’ve seen the Messiah, the light of 
the nations. I look at this baby and I 
behold the glory of Israel. Israel’s 
consolation. Israel’s glory and it is 
enough. It is enough!

What would it mean to you to 
look, visibly, into the face of Christ? 
I think of the many scenes in the 
New Testament where people 
beheld Him face-to-face. Those who 
were assembled at Golgotha and 
looked into the tortured, twisted 
face of Christ as He was making an 
atonement for our sins. I think of 
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the women who came to the garden 
tomb looking for the body of Christ 
and were so distressed when they 
couldn't find it. And how they 
looked into the face of the one they 
thought at first was the gardener, 
and Mary realized she was looking 
into the face of the risen Christ, and 
she said, “Rabboni.” Master. Of 
those who saw His face at the 
transfiguration, of those who 
looked into His face as He was 
lifted up by Shekinah clouds. As 
magnificent as all of those events 
were, none exceeded in glory the 
single glance of Simeon into the 
face of a baby. Because he saw and 
recognized the Consolation of Israel 
and it was enough.

Source: Looking into the face of 
Christ, © Ligonier Ministries 
[2025]. Used by permission of 
Ligonier Ministries. All rights 
reserved.

R.C. Sproul (1939–2017) was an 
American theologian and pastor, author, 
and founder of Ligonier Ministries.
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