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9 The Ambivalence of African 
Independent/Initiated 
Churches in Colonial and 
Postcolonial Politics

Joram Tarusarira and Bernard Pindukai Humbe

Introduction
This chapter draws attention to the nexus between African Independent Churches 
(AICs) and politics in Zimbabwe to investigate why the former, which emerged 
as a liberating force in response or reaction to the oppressive and discriminatory 
character of the colonial administration and Western mission churches, contin-
ues to legitimize the ruling party, the Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic 
Front (ZANU PF) formed in 1963, which has perpetuated similar injustices in 
postcolonial Zimbabwe. One would expect AICs to break ranks with the ruling 
regime to demonstrate their commitment to following revolutionary principles 
and not charismatic personalities. As this has not been the case, the question is 
why they have continued to support the ruling regime? We argue that AICs have 
in fact colluded with the ZANU PF political system: having formerly teamed up 
with ZANU PF against the colonial administration, the AICs have remained part 
and parcel of the political dynamics in Zimbabwe by continuing to support their 
pre-independence collaborators. Moreover, they have devised resonating ideolo-
gies with which to sustain this collaboration. We argue that religion provides its 
adherents with convictions and with a shared cultural system, a source of solidar-
ity, and ways of thinking, feeling, and acting, which can mobilize people to chal-
lenge or protect the social order. This chapter uses the concepts of the theodicy of 
liberation and the theodicy of legitimation to examine how AICs’ adherents and 
ZANU PF politicians have reinforced each other and especially why the former 
have continued to support a party whose actions are a direct affront to the values 
behind their original foundation.

AICs and Their Features
The acronym AICs has been used in very diverse ways by different scholars, 
from “African Independent Churches” and “African Indigenous Churches” to 
“African Initiated Churches” and “African Initiatives in Christianity” (Chitando 
2005a, 85). This demonstrates the multivalent nature of the acronym, which has 
helped it gain significant currency in studies of African Christianity (Humbe 
2018, 85). Turner (1979, 92), for example, defined an African Independent 
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Church as “one which has been founded in Africa, by Africans to worship in 
African ways and meet African needs as Africans themselves feel them and as 
others think they ought to feel them.” Oduro emphasized not only needs and feel-
ings in relation to AICs but also their organizational structures. He defined them 
as “congregations and/or denominations planted, led, administered, supported, 
propagated, motivated and funded by Africans for the purpose of proclaiming 
the gospel of Jesus Christ and worshipping the Triune God in the context and 
worldview of Africa and Africans” (Oduro 2002, 17). These churches are accord-
ingly perceived as representing a thoroughly Africanized version of Christianity 
(Ndlovu 2014, 54). Movements in the forms of syncretists, sects, prophet cults, 
Zionists, separatist sects, proto-nationalist movements, protest movements, and 
independent, Pentecostal and spirit churches are all found under the label “AIC” 
(Turner 1979, 92).

In contrast to scholars, the acronym “AIC” is used very broadly by Zimbabwe-
ans, including the following: African Pentecostal churches such as the Zimbabwe 
Assemblies of God Africa (ZAOGA) of Ezekiel Guti; the Zionists, such as the 
Zion Christian Church (ZCC) of Bishop Nehemiah Mutendi; Apostolic churches, 
such as the African Apostolic Church (AAC) of Paul Mwazha; the Johane Marange 
Apostolic Church; the Johane Masowe Church; the African Apostolic Church of 
Mugodhi, Guta RaJehova (GRJ); and the St. Luke Jenkenisheni Church. The 
majority of these sects were founded around the 1930s.

AICs are characterized by continuous intensification and expansion, with 
smaller units splitting off from parent bodies, making them a heterogeneous group 
(Humbe 2018). This makes generalizations about their belief systems difficult, 
as they differ from one group to another. The followers of the Apostolic Masowe 
sects, known as vapositori in the Shona language spoken in Zimbabwe, for 
example, object to the use of the Bible as their only source of Christian authority 
(Engelke 2004). Within these sects, certain groups have emerged whose adherents 
are clad in red garments, earning themselves the name venguwo tsvuku (those in 
red garments). Another example is the AAC, which forbids watching television 
and using the Internet.

It would be difficult to provide a reliable statistical assessment of the number 
of AICs’ adherents in Zimbabwe. Nevertheless, in Africa, the total of all AIC 
groupings numerically far outstrips their mother churches. About a quarter of a 
century ago, Daneel (1998) tried to give an actual figure, suggesting that AICs 
had an estimated 2 million adherents throughout Zimbabwe. Sometimes AICs 
follow one or more African indigenous belief systems that have been syncretized 
with Christianity. They claim 50 percent or more of the Christians in rural areas, 
which are a source of legitimation and a support base for the ZANU PF during 
elections (Karkkainen 2002, 195). A significant number of vapostori are involved 
in the informal sector of the economy, for example, in the manufacturing and 
selling of homemade wares, such as baskets, crocheted items, metal containers, 
brooms, mops, and wooden furniture. In addition, many are cross-border traders 
with a ubiquitous presence at border posts and in major cities, where they func-
tion as unofficial moneychangers. The religious beliefs of the AICs and their high 
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numbers have received the attention of politicians, who see them as fertile ground 
in mobilizing support during elections.

The AIC groupings that are most often attended by ZANU PF politicians are 
the apostolic sects, popularly known as vapostori (Shona for apostles) (Dube 
2019; Musoni 2019). Among their shared identity markers, the vapostori wear 
white robes, a practice that has led commentators to label them “white garment 
churches.” They use open-space venues for worship, usually under trees. Men 
shave their heads but grow their beards long. In Zimbabwe’s second republic, 
from 2017 onward, we have witnessed groups such as the Zimbabwe Indigenous 
Interdenominational Council of Churches (ZIICC), led by Revd Wutawunashe, 
which also plays a significant role in legitimizing the current regime. We shall 
come back to this organization later in the chapter.

The vapositori observe Fridays, the Sabbath, and Sundays as their days of wor-
ship. They have strict dietary laws which are based on the Old Testament. Their 
worship practices incorporate the use of dreams, healing, trances, and active lay 
participation. A close look at AICs shows that they are highly spiritualized, which 
is why they are also called “Spiritual Churches.” Consequently, they believe in 
spiritual powers and emphasize the centrality of the work of the spirit through 
their church leaders, whose statements, formal and otherwise, are binding and 
constitute the church’s doctrine. These church leaders are essentially specialists 
administering religious goods. They uphold the spiritual customs that have been 
passed down by their ancestors, a characteristic that connects them to the national-
ists, who invoked the spirit mediums during the war of liberation. Spirit mediums, 
through whom the ancestors communicated, played key roles in the first (1896–
1900) and second (1967–1979) wars of liberation in Zimbabwe. The guerrillas, 
after realizing that the spirit mediums had a lot of respect among the peasants, 
tried to get them on their side in order to win the peasants’ support (Lan 1985). 
The spirit mediums helped with mobilization and recruitment and in boosting the 
morale of the guerrillas themselves. Ranger (1970, 2) suggests that African resist-
ance to European colonialism could also be seen as a war between two religious 
systems. Traditional religious leaders had a special position in the psyche of the 
fighters (Chung 2006, 197–98). Spirit mediums and ancestors were therefore cer-
tainly a force to be reckoned with during the liberation struggle. This meant that 
the involvement of spirit mediums and their invoking of ancestors in the war of 
liberation was not alien to the AICs, which believed that God was already present 
in Africa before the Europeans arrived and that African worship was better than 
the worshipping of the missionaries. Thus, Africa is included in God’s plan of 
salvation. For purposes of clarification, this study looks at only influential AIC 
groupings that have declared their allegiance to ZANU PF at the macro level.

Theodicies of Legitimation and Liberation
To analyze the relationship between the AICs and the ruling regime against the 
background of political instability, we deploy the concepts of the theodicy of lib-
eration and the theodicy of legitimation. The term “theodicy of liberation” refers 
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to a system of meaning that answers ultimate questions about people’s experi-
ences of oppression, leading to actions that facilitate freedom. The term theodicy 
of legitimation denotes a system of meaning that explains and provides answers 
about people’s suffering and oppression in a way that endorses and presents the 
situation as divinely ordained, thus perpetuating people’s suffering and oppres-
sion and not encouraging any actions in the direction of liberation. These concepts 
help us comprehend how and why AICs played a pivotal liberating role in the 
fight against colonialism and oppression but failed to separate principles of social 
justice from regimes and persons, as a result contributing to the legitimation and 
perpetuation of the ZANU PF regime.

According to Campbell (2007, 2010), theodicies are cultural systems that spe-
cifically serve to meet the universal human need for ultimate meaning. Systems of 
theodicy supply meaning at three levels: cognitive, emotional, and moral. At the 
cognitive level, they explain why things are as they are. At the emotional level, 
they offer guidance on what to feel under different circumstances. At the moral 
level, they help people understand why things are as they are from a disinterested 
scientific standpoint and from an interested perspective of human desires, hopes, 
and expectations. They provide answers not in universal terms, but in terms of 
the particular, to questions such as why the rich get richer and the poor and good 
die young, why me and not the next person, why my brother or sister and not 
a stranger, etc. Theodicies provide guidance for thought, behavior, and action. 
A successful theodicy is therefore one “that tells people what it is that they should 
think, how they should feel, on what basis they should judge others as well as 
themselves, together with what actions they ought to perform to attain salvation, 
peace or enlightenment” (Campbell 2007, 167).

Theodicies offer meaning in two senses, namely in terms of intelligibility and 
significance. They are intelligible in that they render experiences coherent and 
integrated—that is, they help people make sense of their experiences. They are 
significant in that they help people link their experiences within a broader and all-
embracing cosmic and historical scheme. From this perspective, individuals draw 
purpose as well as confidence and inspiration from subscribing to them. Some 
people require rational explanations for their questions about life in times of need, 
while others will require contact with superior powers. A successful theodicy is 
therefore one that provides satisfactory answers to the search for meaning in an 
intelligible manner and that shows the significance of life. A theodicy, however, 
can fail at different levels. Cognitively, its account may no longer be seen as cred-
ible. Emotionally, it could be seen as spiritually empty or bankrupt, no longer 
generating a worthwhile vision or supplying intense or transcendent experiences. 
Morally, it can be perceived as not offering a meaningful explanation for why 
experiences that are significant in different ways appear to be randomly distrib-
uted, while the meanings it offers may be ethically and morally unacceptable or 
even repugnant. What has happened is that there is now a low index of theodical 
satisfaction. As a result, there will be estrangement from the culture insofar as it 
fails to meet the needs of its members. This prompts the need to reconstruct it 
satisfactorily. It must be noted that no one theodicy can satisfy everyone. In this 
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respect, theodicies must be understood as being tied to specific needs to endow 
particular socially and temporarily located populations with meaning.

When an existing theodicy seems unsatisfactory, the system’s intellectuals 
rationalize and create or upgrade it so it becomes coherent enough to continue 
legitimizing the system. Religious organizations have their functionaries and 
specialists who protect religious goods through their production, reproduction, 
conservation, and diffusion. These institutional figures consecrate and legitimize 
theodicy (Bourdieu 1991). Their coherent articulations, while embodying ortho-
doxy, are not the same as theodical satisfaction. Intellectual coherence may be less 
significant than the need for explanations that are experienced as satisfactory at 
an emotional and morally inspirational level. Groups of adherents to the existent 
theodicy may continue to push for more satisfying solutions to the problems of 
meaning, for interpretations that meet their own needs. These groups will cam-
paign for change, and a prophet typically emerges to facilitate and initiate change 
in the existing theodicy (Weber 1968; Bourdieu 1991). This move often goes 
against the innate conservatism and resistance of the representatives of ortho-
doxy. The prophet and the dissatisfied subscriber groups articulate the lack of fit 
between their experiences and the official meaning system. Events external to the 
theodicy may accelerate legitimation efforts on the part of institutional figures 
or the emergence of dissatisfied subscriber groups. In the case of the latter, the 
existing theodicy of legitimation is undermined and may directly challenge its 
credibility or viability. Such events include war, conflict, and political violence.

This chapter is interested in AICs as prophetic subscriber groups that are dissat-
isfied with the existing theodicy of legitimation because it sacralizes the political 
order. AICs dissatisfied with the theodicy offered by the colonial system and mis-
sionary churches emerged with a theodicy of liberation, but unfortunately, they 
then slipped back into cultivating a theodicy of legitimation. The following sec-
tion of the chapter focuses on these theodicies.

AICs and the Theodicy of Liberation
Religious orientations can be aligned with existing political ideologies like 
nationalism, fundamentalism, liberation, sovereignty, and empowerment. From 
1890, Zimbabwe was colonized by Cecil John Rhodes on behalf of Britain, and 
the resulting British colony became known as Rhodesia. Resistance to colonial 
power assumed different forms, including cultural, political, and armed strug-
gle (Kaulemu 2010, 47). AICs were actively involved in dislodging the colo-
nial regime. Their leaders actively engaged in anti-colonial critiques. Shoniwa 
Masedza, founder of the Johane Masowe Church, for example, preached to Afri-
can workers on European-owned farms. He demanded higher wages for blacks 
(Hastings 1979, 77) and protested against all kinds of oppression while worship-
ping outdoors (Mukonyora 2011, 146). According to the colonial authorities, wor-
ship had to take place indoors, inside a church building (Tarusarira 2016). Most 
AICs worshipped outside, which was itself a marker of opposition and an act of 
protest against colonialism.
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Resistance to colonial power and anything that represented it manifested itself 
in various ways. Some AICs resisted by not reading the Bible, others even told 
their followers to burn it. The Bible was associated with literacy and literature, 
vital tools or mechanisms in creating and maintaining symbolic power. This made 
the “book” part of the colonial and missionary enterprise—the root of colonial 
power—and hence burning it was an act of political defiance. The AICs claimed 
to receive the word “live and direct” from above, meaning that burning the Bible 
was not to be perceived as anti-Christian but as an act of political resistance. 
This is not to suggest that all vapositori burn Bibles. Today the Johane Maranke 
Church reads the Bible, and members believe that the deeper one reads the text, 
the more one’s reading is purged of its political inflections (Engelke 2004, 76). 
Johane Masowe conducts healing sessions to cure illnesses and proclaim an ethic 
of self-sufficiency through skilled labor (Fields 1997). Resistance to colonial 
power also entailed resisting anything that represented it. Missionary churches 
allegedly worked in cahoots with the colonial power. They, thus, represented colo-
nial power. Racial discrimination in the missionary churches was, thus challenged 
by the very fact of breaking away from them and forming AICs. Colonialism 
and discrimination provided a context for the emergence of AICs. Peel (1997, 
511) notes that every generation reaches a point at which levels of sickness and 
social malaise become intolerable. As a result, prophets rise to facilitate social 
renewal. AICs were therefore religio-political nonconformists of their time. They 
developed a theodicy of liberation that investigated the causes of and reasons 
for social injustices and privileges, hence becoming a sociodicy of liberation 
(Bourdieu 1991, 16). A sociodicy of liberation, rather than legitimizing power, 
challenges rationalizations of social adversities, inequalities, and injustice, as well 
as addressing the existential meanings and ethical implications of human afflic-
tions and suffering in social life (see Morgan and Wilkinson 2001). It challenges 
social injustice and speaks truth to power.

AICs and the Theodicy of Legitimation
In 1980, Zimbabwe was constitutionally declared a secular state. This meant that 
individual religious liberty was recognized as a part of the fundamental rights. 
The government adopted a Marxist version of policy on religion. Practically this 
meant that there were no problems with individual religious liberty. However, 
group or corporate religious liberty was to be aligned to the political objectives 
of the party (ZANU PF) and the government (Hallencreutz 1988, 1–24). At inde-
pendence, then prime minister Robert Mugabe was grateful for the role that the 
“churches” had played during the liberation struggle; hence, he invited them to 
be collaborators in rebuilding the country after the war. The churches responded 
to the call and complemented government efforts in various social sectors, par-
ticularly in education and health care. The contribution to education, health care, 
and social welfare was necessary because of the infrastructural damage that had 
happened during the war. Thus, there was the need to invest in infrastructure and 
training personnel (Verstraelen 1998, 54–55; Gundani 2007, 10). The mainline 
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churches cooperated with and endorsed political power, playing a priestly rather 
than prophetic role.

The churches acted as subcontractors for the government and ignored social 
justice issues (Maxwell 1999, 210). With respect to the Catholic Church, 
McLaughlin (1996, 4) argues that ignoring social justice was because those who 
had been actively involved in the pursuit of social justice had left the country or 
were too occupied with postwar reconstruction to reflect on the past. In addition, 
discussions of such matters were not encouraged by the church leaders. The lead-
ers of the new state formed an alliance with the traditional church leaders rather 
than with those at the grassroots (McLaughlin 1996, 272). The mainline churches 
neither took a strong stand against a postcolonial culture of impunity nor chal-
lenged the state’s gravitation toward authoritarian rule. The Anglican and Catholic 
Churches issued a few inconsequential statements (Raftopoulos 2006, 34). The 
Methodist Rev. Banana (1996, 223) challenged his own church for opting for 
“silent diplomacy” during times of crises, making them priestly rather than pro-
phetic. To keep its hold on power, the state constantly reminded churches, unions, 
and organizations of the importance of inclusion as the route to peace and prosper-
ity (Chitando 2005b, 220–39). The dominant religious actors, thus performed a 
priestly role, collaborating with the postcolonial authorities.

Robert Mugabe, the first president of independent Zimbabwe, was committed 
to the country’s development, as evidenced by a massive expansion in education, 
health care, housing, agriculture, and industrial infrastructures. The country was 
even christened the “breadbasket of Africa.” This growth, however, was short-
lived, as the early 1990s began to show signs of an economic slowdown. Among 
other factors, this was mainly due to the adoption of the infamous Economic 
Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP) following the pressure to embrace the 
neoliberal economic principles being pushed at that time by the World Bank and 
the International Monetary Fund (Kanyenze et al. 2011). The resulting effect was 
massive retrenchment and severe deterioration in the delivery of service in the 
government sector. The country’s economic woes were aggravated by its par-
ticipation in a civil war in the Democratic Republic of Congo and the unplanned 
payment of gratuities to veterans of the Second War of Liberation, known as 
the second Chimurenga (1967–79). All this was made even worse by the gov-
ernment’s poorly executed Fast Track Land Reform Programme (FTLRP) and 
its associated human rights abuses. Hunger, poverty, inflation, and joblessness 
became features of the status quo in Zimbabwe. The regime responded violently 
to dissenting critical voices and protests. Coupled with greed, incompetence, cor-
ruption, nepotism, and the mismanagement of state resources, this caused the 
majority of Zimbabweans to lose faith in Mugabe and his ZANU PF party. The 
masses perceived Mugabe, who had become a dictator, as the cause of a collapsed 
economy, and they began longing for a messiah to take over from Mugabe and 
ZANU PF. Given the loss of faith in him in civil and political society, Mugabe 
turned to the AICs for their support.

In the post-2000 era, Zimbabwe became an economically and socially stressed 
country in which politicians competed for electoral support. All the elections that 
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followed reflected an increase in the creation and participation of political par-
ties. Out of the litany of Zimbabwe’s political parties, elections became a two-
horse race between the ZANU PF, and the Movement for Democratic Change 
(MDC), which was founded in 1999. The Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions 
(ZCTU), the most significant labor movement in Zimbabwe, together with other 
civic societies formed the MDC. The first leader of the MDC was the late Morgan 
Tsvangirai. Because of the poor performance of the Zimbabwean economy, the 
party gained massive support, mainly from urban workers. Though democracy 
had replaced colonial rule under Ian Smith, then leader of the colonial government 
(1964–1979), Mugabe’s ruling ZANU party did not want any political challenger. 
ZANU PF tolerates opposition politics only to the extent that they do not threaten 
its hold on power. In the 2018 general elections, President Emmerson Mnangagwa 
became the ruling ZANU-PF party leader. The new candidate of the main oppo-
sition party, the MDC-Alliance, was Nelson Chamisa, who succeeded the long-
standing opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai, who died in February 2018. Since 
2000, ZANU PF has never enjoyed the political monopoly it used to have before 
the formation of the MDC. For ZANU PF, a panacea to this problem was politi-
cal violence and rigging the elections to defeat the MDC. Thus, the elections held 
between 2000 and 2018 have always been contested.

Under socioeconomic and political instability, one would expect the AICs 
to challenge those responsible for these social ills. However, most AICs have 
endorsed ZANU PF’s leaders, such as late president Robert Mugabe and the current 
president, Emmerson Mnangagwa. On the other hand, ZANU PF leaders address 
gatherings of AICs, such as their annual congresses, especially during election 
periods, to mobilize support because thousands of followers attend these events. 
AICs were offered preferential treatment at state events. The AICs and ZANU PF 
thus established a mutually beneficial relationship. In postcolonial Zimbabwe, a 
theodicy of legitimation, focused on messages of independence, indigenization, 
and sovereignty, and promoted by the AICs, reinforced the authority of ZANU 
PF leaders as political actors. In doing so, the AICs provide a sacred canopy for 
the ZANU PF regime insulating the behavior and practices of the powerful and 
diverting the marginalized from issues of arbitrariness, corruption, and the abuse 
of power stemming from state practices (see Maposa, Sibanda, and Makahamadze 
2011). When ZANU PF’s beliefs and practices are sacralized, they become divine, 
hence unquestionable and taken as given. Although the AICs had pioneered the 
resistance to colonial oppression, they did not use their historical capital to resist 
oppressive postcolonial conditions. Instead, they aligned themselves with the 
ZANU PF and became its source of support when urban support waned (Muko-
nyora 2011, 137). As a result, the MDC became popular with the urban population.

Religio-political Alliance Between AICs and ZANU PF: 
Explanatory Factors
Three factors explain the ZANU PF–AICs nexus, which resulted in an expression 
of religion protecting the political order. First is the idea of “church co-option.” 
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The ZANU PF has co-opted the AICs as a political tool for mobilizing votes dur-
ing elections. All that ZANU PF politicians wanted was to use AICs as a means 
to their own ends, which especially involved being sacralized and legitimized and 
using the AICs for purposes of political coordination and mobilization because 
these churches have significant numbers of followers. Second, the AICs needed 
the ZANU PF for their own survival, especially in a context of socioeconomic 
and political instability, in which connections to ruling political elites translate 
into access to resources. In effect, AICs are exploiting the ZANU PF to achieve 
their own ends. Finally, the ZANU PF’s relationships with the AICs are cordial. 
This is because there are mutual benefits to be drawn from this connection, which 
can be traced back to the colonial era and their shared pursuit of the liberation of 
Africans from British rule.

First Factor: AICs Capture by the State
The AICs often operated as the mouthpiece of the ZANU PF. On the eve of the 
2013 elections, for example, the Wutawunashe, considered by some a prophet and 
the convener of ZIICC and the Faith for the Nation campaign, endorsed President 
Mugabe’s candidature, describing him as Zimbabwe’s messiah due to his spirited 
drive to ensure people have total control over their God-given natural resources 
(Maponga 2013). His ZIICC initiative, dubbed the Faith for the Nation Campaign, 
invites the president or the vice president as its guest of honor to its annual event 
held in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe’s second-largest city. The hall in which the prayers 
take place is decorated with pictures of the ruling president, and a specific prayer 
is given for the president and the ruling party. The AICs also propagate the ZANU 
PF’s propaganda, advance arguments in support of the anti-sanctions campaign, 
never issue statements against ZANU PF misdeeds, and tirelessly work to tarnish 
the image of opposition parties, especially the MDC.

The AICs also chastise other churches that hold different political views than 
their own. This was noted in 2020 when the Catholic Church released a pastoral 
letter titled “The March Has Not Ended.” In this letter, the Catholic bishops were 
concerned about how the government was using COVID-19 restrictions to silence 
dissenting voices opposed to the rampant corruption and the abuse of human 
rights in the country. Cases of corruption involving high-profile politicians were 
exposed by journalists, civic organizations, and opposition parties. The govern-
ment reacted harshly to the letter and publicly dismissed it as unfounded and 
intended to divide Zimbabweans. The AICs lined up to support the regime and 
criticize the Catholic bishops. Revd Wutawunashe distanced himself and his fol-
lowers from the bishops, saying:

We take strong exception to and categorically dissociate ourselves from calls 
by certain religious leaders to march against the government and to reignite 
conflicts and wounds of the past, from which God answered our prayers by 
bringing political leaders to the negotiating table where reconciliation was 
achieved. Please do not reverse the good that God had done. . . . a relentless 
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propaganda war bent on painting a picture of the government as intolerant, 
corrupt and violating human rights with no regard to the rule of law is being 
pursued—a picture that has relentlessly been played to the gallery of the 
international community with the intent of persuading them to maintain the 
economic sanctions which have brought untold suffering to the poor people 
of this nation.

(Harare Post Reporter 2021)

Madzibaba Enock of Johane Masowe weChishanu, another AIC, asserted:

It’s clear that the [Catholic] Bishops are now acting as mouthpieces of the 
country’s distractors. The Bishops spoke as opposition leaders, not as men of 
God. The church’s duty is to pray for the country’s leadership, and it’s only 
God who can rebuke the leaders. Like Johane Masowe, we don’t share the 
same views with the Bishops.

(Harare Post Reporter 2021)

Being assured of such public support from the AICs, it is now a tradition before 
every general election for ZANU PF politicians to visit the gatherings of AICs, 
especially the John Marange Church, the Johane Masowe Church, the ACC of 
Paul Mwazha, and the ZCC of Nehemia Mutendi. At these church gatherings, the 
politicians are seen addressing the congregants wearing the respective regalia of 
these churches. In one scenario, the late Robert Mugabe, then leader of the ZANU 
PF and a staunch Catholic, dressed in the vapositori costume to identify himself 
with them. During Mugabe’s time, the vapositori had seats reserved for them at 
state functions and lined up at the airport to receive Mugabe on his return from 
overseas trips (Tarusarira 2016). This goes to show how they had become part of 
ZANU PF.

The Apostles Christian Council of Zimbabwe (ACCZ), which openly supports 
the ZANU PF regime, was created to house and regulate about 350 apostolic and 
Zionist churches in Zimbabwe (Nsingo 2012). The then vice president Joice Muj-
uru was the matron of this body, despite being a member of the Salvation Army. 
At gatherings of the AICs, she exchanged her Salvation Army uniform for that of 
an ACCZ-related church uniform, in the same way as Mugabe dressed in the gar-
ments of vapositori. By addressing the church gatherings, ZANU PF politicians 
sought to create the impression that they were religious themselves, and hence 
moral and trustworthy persons (Beyers 2015, 159) qualified to occupy high office.

The AICs described Mugabe as greater than the prophets of the Bible. Nehe-
miah Mutendi, the leader of the ZCC, is on record as designating President 
Mnangagwa a God-given leader. This endorsement of the president polarized 
the justice system and development in Zimbabwe. What is extraordinary is that, 
despite the failures of these political leaders, they are fashioned as superhumans 
by AICs. To buttress his heroic status, in 2019 President Mnangagwa at one point 
described his government as more beautiful and efficient than God’s in heaven. 
The AICs also resorted to prophecy, delivering oracles that predict resounding 
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victories for the ZANU PF. More often than not, this prophecy merely repeated 
and reinforced a 1934 prophecy provided by the Prophet Shonhiwa Masedza, 
founder of the Johanne Masowe Church, who “prophesied” that Mugabe would 
rule Zimbabwe until his death. Thus, in this context, prophecy served to influence 
the electorate into believing that the ZANU PF should remain in power since it 
is God’s wish.

Second Factor: AIC Cartels Using the ZANU PF for 
Personal Gain
The so-called ZANU PF–AIC bond is a type of cartel. It appears that most of 
the influential people who align themselves with the AICS do so to protect their 
wealth. In Zimbabwe, it is common to hear people say, “Uchida kupfuma chino-
tangawo sowe rako” (If you want to be rich, start your own church). The eco-
nomic activities of these churches are aligned with the ruling government’s policy 
of indigenization. In the name of embracing the indigenization policy, they use 
religion to access the country’s resources. They appear to be people who maintain 
indigenous religious values, such as working hard and protecting ancestral land. 
However, they blindfold their followers and ZANU PF politicians. The ideologi-
cal co-optation of ZANU PF into the AICs is achieved by church leaders bribing 
the votes of their members. When the religious elites connive with politicians to 
achieve political mobilization and pretend that their views represent and satisfy all 
the vapostori, this is tantamount to social injustice (Musoni 2019). As the AICs’ 
believers revere their church leaders, when the latter accommodate ZANU PF 
politicians, their followers also start idolizing these politicians.

The Zimbabwean judiciary has been dominated by hearing succession disputes 
among AICs, for example, concerning the Mugodhi Church and the African Apos-
tolic Church. Bearing in mind the tendency for the judiciary to be controlled by 
the ruling ZANU PF party, the influence of the government is understood to work 
in determining religious matters as well. Those who are linked to the ZANU PF 
are favored by the judiciary. A ZANU PF-favored candidate enjoys more privi-
leges, including material riches and immunity from prosecution, than those who 
challenge the regime.

Third Factor: The Mutual Benefit Between AICs and 
ZANU PF
The ZANU PF and the AICS are independent entities that complement each other 
on the Zimbabwean religio-political landscape. The relationship is mutually ben-
eficial. The AICs and the party’s ideological goals are aligned. This relationship 
facilitates the politicization of religion and the religionization of politics. Religion 
has the power to make people have faith or remain loyal and respectful of political 
parties and politicians, while politics has the power to protect religion and ensure 
its survival. Religious myths, rituals, symbols, songs, and sacred texts sustain the 
ZANU PF’s political ideology, for example, making the party and its leaders more 
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totalitarian. On the other hand, the country’s democratic constitution, laws, and 
policies are exploited to sustain AIC church groupings in existence.

At times of elections and cabinet appointments, politicians rush to the AICs’ 
shrines seeking divine intervention and receiving holy water, pebbles, and sacral-
ized charms to facilitate their victory and assure them of good luck. ZANU PF 
activists suspected of being involved in killings of opposition supporters allegedly 
receive spiritual assistance from the AICs to suppress justice-seeking spirits.

The ZANU PF and the AICs find each other because they are all aware that in 
some respects, they have lost their moral compasses. AICs adherents do not seem 
to worry very much about the moral legitimacy, legality, or decency of the ZANU 
PF. Because they claim to be apolitical, they care mainly about getting what they 
can in order to survive in an economically challenging environment (Kaulemu 
2010). Whether what they do as a result is moral or not is irrelevant. By abdicat-
ing their moral responsibility for the national social environment in this manner, 
AICs fail to respond in a manner that is consistent with Christianity, thus having 
a contradictory relationship with it. Reciprocally, the ZANU PF government has 
been mute regarding the use of open-air venues for worship by AICs, which is 
against the country’s health care policies. The problem is that worshipping in 
open spaces with no sanitary facilities might trigger epidemics such as outbreaks 
of typhoid, as has been common in Zimbabwe. To create open spaces for wor-
ship, AICs clear trees, thus destroying the environment. Because worshipping in 
these open spaces violates the health care and environmental laws, the vapositori 
invite ZANU-PF leaders to address them during their gatherings in open spaces 
in order to legitimize their occupation of such spaces. The ZANU-PF leaders sim-
ply promise freedom of worship and assembly provided the vapositori vote for 
their party (Musoni 2019). Under such circumstances, the ruling regime indirectly 
coerces the vapositori to vote for it.

Conclusion
During the colonial era, the theodicy of liberation became an ideal. The ZANU 
PF-AIC alliance was formed to manage the demands of African society seeking 
liberation from the settler regime. In the face of perpetual human rights abuses, 
there was a need for structural change, which transformed AICs into a movement, 
which was developed to challenge the existing regime and propose new policies 
that would reposition church and state relative to one another. However, the AICs’ 
theodicy of legitimation in the postrevolutionary period impeded further political 
change. The support of the ZANU PF by AICs has led to the sacralization of all of 
the ZANU PF’s actions. AICs even parade a stolen election as a God-sanctioned 
electoral victory. This level of alliance has ultimately resulted in AICs losing their 
moral legitimacy. AICs have undermined spaces for learning democratic values 
that can help build a better society (Mukonyora 2011). They lack the desire to 
engage existing authorities to address the daily problems that affect the general 
population of Zimbabwe. Taking advantage of their relationship with the ZANU 
PF, however, they could instead engage critically with existing injustices and 
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propose solutions. Conflicting voices have emerged within this church—state alli-
ance pitting the church against civic organizations or one religious group against 
another, as well as dividing the members of one and the same religious group 
internally. The stakes are about preserving the Christian moral values of peace and 
justice in a hostile political environment.

As the sociopolitical and socioeconomic crises have deepened in Zimbabwe, 
Zimbabweans have looked to AICs for an intelligible theodicy. However, as we 
have seen, some of their leaders were co-opted by the political elites by way of 
establishing alliances with them directly or indirectly. The leaders of the AICs 
have in effect been neutralized by the political elites. The AICs did nothing to 
help people morally understand their suffering. They did not offer them prac-
tical suggestions for freeing themselves from the crises. Instead, they avoided 
actions that would challenge the existing political system and their alliance with 
the regime. As such, the theodicy of the AICs has not provided any satisfac-
tory answers as to why citizens were being subjected to the evils of intractable 
conflict and violence. They remained in the political slumber into which they 
had retreated at independence. Bodies claiming to represent AICs, such as the 
Union for the Development of Apostolic Churches in Zimbabwe Africa and the 
ACCZ, align themselves with the ZANU PF on the issues of indigenization, inde-
pendence, and sovereignty. The relationship between church and state in Zimba-
bwe influences how the regime ends up in alliance with church bodies. Political 
institutions, such as the country’s constitution, the courts, and political parties, 
empower political actors by providing laws and regulations that allow them to 
engage in political activities that bring in the church directly. Religio-cultural 
institutions, by contrast, indirectly constrain their adherents’ rejection of political 
actors through frames and norms that shape the way believers conceive of politi-
cal action within the political sphere. There are numerous examples of religious 
leaders who sound like ZANU PF cadres or government spokespersons when 
they speak or preach (Kaulemu 2007, 11). Therefore, invoking the theodicy of 
the AICs is not sufficient to explain what exactly the political situation is, how 
ordinary people are supposed to feel about it, or what action they should take. It 
therefore fails cognitively, emotionally, and morally, becoming merely a theod-
icy of legitimation.
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