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Seo, Eunjoo. “African Christian Theology Focused on Ngiigi wa Thiong’o’s Matigari” Studies in
English Language & Literature 48.2 (2022): 47-66. This article analyzes the biblical and Christian
thematic elements in Ngiligi’s novels, which are central in his storylines. The author takes a critical stance
towards European-Christian culture, whose influence in colonial Africa is significant. In the stories, Ngiigi
recounts the struggles in his native Kenya, beneath the backdrop of English faith and dogma. This
dissonance of cultures fighting is reflected in the writer’s own upbringing, becoming evident after he had
realized that his Christian baptismal name of James, could no longer represent the culture of his people.
His name change to Ngiligi wa Thiong’o symbolizes this necessary transformation in his evolution to
renowned author. Intimately familiar with the Christian doctrine, he draws heavily upon the biblical
framework of the Old and New Testament, and invokes the thematic imagery of the Bible, such as the
Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve, the Last Supper, the Death on the Cross, the Second Coming of Jesus
Christ and the Virgin Mary in his novels. Christian imagery is especially apparent in the novel Matigari,
whose main characters, Matigari and Guthera, can be compared to Jesus and the prostitute Mary
Magdalene. In digesting this imagery from Ngiigi, the reader may begin to conclude that the Christianity
of the imperialist has been but a tool, used to distort the truth, for the sake of cultural subsumption.
(Chonbuk National University)
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About Jesus, they could not at first understand, for how could it be that God
would let himself be nailed to a tree? The whiteman spoke of that Love that
passeth all understanding. Greater Love hath no man than this, he read from
the little black book, that a man lay down his life for his friends. The few
who were converted, started speaking a faith foreign to the ways of the
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land. They trod on sacred places to show that no harm could reach those
protected by the hand of the Lord. Soon people saw the whiteman had
imperceptibly acquired more land to meet the growing needs of his position.
He had already pulled down the grass-thatched hut and erected a more
permanent building. Elders of the land protested. They looked beyond the
laughing face of the whiteman and suddenly saw a long line of other red
strangers who carried, not the Bible, but the sword. (A Grain 15)
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As well as the Western school, the Church has its part of responsibility in
the cultural alienation of the African elite. As a first act of alienating the
African elite the Church starts by making Kenyan people drop their African
names, considered as wild and pagan, to take up western ones. The Church
shows off the Christian religion as one of the white man and hence to be a
good believer, one has to adopt at first the Western ways of life such as
bearing a Western name. (Diaw 64)
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On top of demanding back the land and power, they rejected the culture of
the oppressor and created a popular oral literature embodying
anti—exploitation values. They took Christian songs; they took even the
Bible and gave these meanings and values in harmony with the aspirations
of their struggle. (Writers 27)
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Jesus Christ? Was he a human being or a spirit? A true or false prophet? A
saviour or simply a lunatic? Was Matigari a man or was he a woman? A
child or an adult? Or was he only an idea, an image, in people’s minds? Who
Was He? (Matigari 158)
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Matigari took the food, broke it and gave it to them (prisoners). They

started eating. Then he took the bottle of beer, opened it with his teeth,

poured a little of it on the floor in libation and gave them to drink and pass

around. (Matigari 57)
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And when the time for the supper came, he sat at the table together with
his disciples. He told them: I want you to share this last supper with me, to
remind us that we shall not be able to eat together again unless our
kingdom comes. And he took the bread and after breading it he said: This
is my body, which I give to you. Do this unto one another until the Second
Coming. He then took the cup, and after blessing it he said: And this cup is
a testament of the covenant we entered with one another with our blood.
(Matigari 57)
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In the film, Green Pastures, God and the angels are black, but the film was
a brutal shock to our author: “How is it possible to imagine God with Negro
characteristics? This is not my vision of paradise. But, after all, it was just
an American film.” Indeed no, the good and merciful God cannot be black:
He is a white man with bright pink cheeks. From black to white is the
course of mutation. One is white as one is rich, as one is beautiful, as one
is intelligent. (Fanon 36)
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The Church always parallels black with evil while the white colour is
always synonymous of good. As a young girl going to primary school,
Wariinga notices this fact. In the Church of the Holy Rosary, Wariinga is
baptised Jacintha Wariinga, and there she notices that Virgin Mary, Jesus
and God’'s angels are white like Europeans; and on the reverse side Satan,
the Devi! and his angels are black like her. In this way, the Church makes
Kenyan people feel ashamed of their blackness and consider that it is
cursed by God himself. As with the Western school, the Church puts
forward Western values to the detriment of African realities. (Diaw 64)
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The Bible, then, was a tool of blinding, dulling the critical senses and
distracting African people from the real problem—political disempowerment
and material dispossession—by producing an otherworldliness that would
wait on the next world to the neglect of the present one. (Paustian 2)
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