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Abstract

This study explores the critical contributions of Zimbabwean spiritual leaders
to the growth of Christianity from the 1920s to the present. Drawing on African
Indigenous Knowledge Systems (AIKS) and Pentecostal-Charismatic
Movement theory, it examines how local leaders contextualised the gospel
within Zimbabwe’s cultural and socio-political landscape. Using a qualitative,
historical-descriptive methodology, the research engages oral histories and
archival sources, supplemented by historical accounts, to construct a multi-
generational narrative of ecclesial development. A central reference point is
Samuel T. Manyika’s online narrative, “History of Pentecostalism Growth in
Zimbabwe,” which provides valuable first-hand accounts of underrepresented
indigenous church pioneers. While Manyika’s work offers important insights, it
remains largely testimonial and lacks the analytical depth for rigorous
historiographical critique. This study builds on his foundation to provide a more
comprehensive and inclusive account of Zimbabwean Christian leadership. The
findings suggest that local leaders—through spiritual authority, contextual
adaptability and sacrificial service—were instrumental in spreading Christianity
across rural and marginalised communities, challenging missionary-centric
narratives and calling for a more accurate and honouring reconstruction of the
nation’s church history.
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Introduction

The history of Christianity in Zimbabwe has often been narrated through a Eurocentric
lens, with disproportionate focus on Western missionaries and their institutional
contributions. While these missionaries indeed established schools, hospitals, and
churches, such accounts have obscured the vital role of indigenous Zimbabwean church
leaders. These individuals were catalysts of revival and primary agents of church
growth, particularly in rural and marginalised areas (Maxwell 1999). This neglect of
local agency reflects a broader pattern in African ecclesiastical historiography, where
indigenous contributions are either underrepresented or filtered through missionary
narratives (Bediako 1995). Consequently, the historical record remains incomplete,
overlooking how Zimbabweans contextualised Christianity and laboured to evangelise
their own communities.

From the early 1920s onward, local spiritual leaders pioneered revival movements,
planted churches, mentored others and initiated mass conversions through informal,
grassroots ministry. Conventional measures of church growth—often based on urban
size, architecture, or finances—have distorted perceptions of Christian expansion
(Anderson 2001). Given that over 70% of Zimbabwe’s population lives in rural areas
(ZimStat 2022),' it was indigenous outreach teams, not foreign missionaries, who
spread the gospel to remote villages—often with little more than a bicycle, a Bible and
faith. A useful corrective to this narrative is provided by Samuel T. Manyika, whose
online tes'[imony2 offers an insider’s perspective on local revival movements and
indigenous leadership. His reflections highlight overlooked spiritual pioneers who
shaped Pentecostal and Charismatic Christianity in Zimbabwe. However, Manyika’s
work, though valuable, remains largely testimonial and lacks critical theoretical
framing. It also focuses on individuals within his own circle, leaving denominational
and gender gaps.

This study builds on Manyika’s foundation by offering a more analytical and inclusive
evaluation of Zimbabwean church leadership from the 1920s to the present. Using
qualitative historical methods, personal observation and archival sources—including
material shared via online ministry platforms and WhatsApp—it draws on African
Indigenous Knowledge Systems and Pentecostal-Charismatic Movement theory to
affirm the legitimacy of local agency, spirituality and oral transmission (Kaunda 2015).
By examining figures such as Nicodemus Muzondo, the Gwanzura brothers, Mai Chaza,

1 Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZimStat). 2022. “National Population and Housing
Census Preliminary Report.” Accessed August 3, 2025.
https://www.bing.com/search?q=Zimbabwe+National+Statistics+Agency+(ZimStat).
+(2022).

2 Manyika, S.T. “Must Read: History of Pentecostalism Growth in Zimbabwe.” Accessed August 9,
2025. https://www.pridesibiya.com/2020/04/must-read-history-of-pentecostalism.html.



Rugwiji

Ezekiel Guti, Abel Sande, Andrew Wutawunashe, and others, this research preserves
historical memory and challenges missionary-centric interpretations. It argues that the
Zimbabwean church is not an extension of Western missions but a product of local
vision, spiritual resilience and the divine calling of indigenous men and women to
evangelise their own land.

Statement of the Problem

A clearly defined problem guides the study’s focus, objectives and methodology
(Creswell and Creswell 2018). Several factors have motivated the present study,
including the strengths and limitations found in Samuel T. Manyika’s online writing.
As Turner (1979, 49) observes, “A name may prejudice the issues by saying too much
or fail to delineate the field concerned by being too vague.” Manyika rightly challenges
colonial missionary models that depict Africans as passive recipients of Christianity,
noting that “this big chunk of the population was reached by indigenous churches
through their outreach teams.” His account complements the work of historians such as
Ranger, Beach, Bhebe, Samkange and Ngara, who also sought to move beyond
missionary-centric historiography. However, Manyika’s narrative has notable
limitations that constrain its academic value.

As Creswell and Creswell (2018) explain, limitations in research arise from factors
affecting scope, validity, or generalisability. In this case, these include insufficient
historical corroboration, limited engagement with scholarship and dependence on
anecdotal testimony. The narrative blurs the line between history and devotion,
producing a spiritually inspired but largely uncritical account of Pentecostal
development. Phrases such as “spiritual grandchildren”—though expressive—risk
overstating certain figures’ influence while diminishing others, thus obscuring a broader
ecumenical perspective. Unlike scholars such as Ranger (1999) and Maxwell (1999),
who grounded their analyses in archival and ethnographic data, Manyika offers a
memory-based insider narrative. This study, therefore, engages critically with his work
to contextualise, extend and refine it within a more comprehensive scholarly framework.

Main Objective and Research Question

Objective: To analyse how indigenous Christian movements and their leaders have
transformed Zimbabwe’s religious and social landscape since the early 20th century.

Research Question: In what ways have Zimbabwean church leaders contributed to the
expansion and contextualisation of African-initiated Christianity?

Qualitative, Historical-Descriptive Methodology

This study employs a qualitative, historical-descriptive methodology to examine the
contributions of Zimbabwean church leaders to the growth of Christianity from the
1920s to the present. The approach is grounded in the interpretive paradigm, which
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emphasises context, meaning and the lived experiences of individuals and communities
within historical processes (Merriam and Tisdell 2016). Historical-descriptive research
seeks to interpret past events to illuminate present realities, focusing on depth of
understanding rather than statistical generalisation (Berg and Lune 2017). This approach
enables the construction of narrative accounts and the identification of long-term
patterns in religious and sociocultural contexts. Secondary sources—including
academic works, denominational histories and published testimonies—were used to
corroborate and contextualise these narratives. Lovemore Togarasei’s (2016) research
provided significant analytical guidance and direction for this study.

Descriptive elements help to establish a clear chronological flow, while qualitative
analysis adds interpretive depth. To ensure validity and reliability, data were
triangulated through cross-checking oral and written sources, while maintaining
reflexivity regarding the researcher’s positionality and the subjectivity inherent in
memory and testimony (Merriam and Tisdell 2016). As noted in footnote 1, this study
was initially inspired by a theological reflection written by Samuel T. Manyika and later
published on a ministry website by Pride Sibiya.

Reclaiming Indigenous Legacy in Zimbabwe’s Church History

For much of the 20th century, dominant narratives of Christian expansion in
Zimbabwe—and across Africa—have centred on Western missionaries and their
institutional achievements. This emphasis has often, albeit unintentionally, obscured
indigenous agency in the development of African Christianity. Nationalist historian
Stanlake Samkange (1968) underscored African intellectual and spiritual autonomy,
viewing the adoption and indigenisation of Christianity as part of a broader pattern of
resistance and adaptation under colonialism. Though not primarily a church historian,
Samkange affirmed that Africans reinterpreted and proclaimed the Gospel on their own
terms. Ngwabi Bhebe (1979) challenged missionary-centred narratives by highlighting
the indispensable role of African evangelists and catechists who led congregations,
translated Scripture and adapted Christianity to local contexts.

Similarly, Beach (1994) emphasised oral traditions that reveal Africans as active
shapers of their own religious histories rather than passive recipients of foreign
influence. Ngara (1995) drew from liberation theology and African intellectual
traditions to critique the dominance of Western missionary thought, demonstrating that
Zimbabwean Christianity evolved through local theological reflection. Bediako (1995,
224-225) insists that African theology must interpret history in continuity with pre-
Christian quests for the divine, recognising that the grace of God in Christ was
“anticipated and prefigured” in African spirituality. In Zimbabwe, this took form
through spirit-led preaching, grassroots church planting, indigenous hymnody and
revival movements initiated by local believers. Ranger (1999) further dispelled the
notion of African passivity, showing that believers founded churches, led revivals and
resisted colonial ecclesiastical authority. Maxwell (1999) demonstrated that indigenous
evangelists within Pentecostal movements such as the Apostolic Faith Mission

4
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expanded Christianity beyond missionary control through healing, visions, exorcism
and oral preaching—methods often dismissed by Western observers as unorthodox (see
Smith 2010). Kalu (2008, 170) summarises this dynamic aptly: “the real story of African
Christianity is not how it became Western, but how it remained African while becoming
Christian.” He later adds that African Pentecostalism emerged because Africans
responded to the gospel within their own charismatic worldview (Kalu 2009, 71).
Pentecostalism, therefore, validated African experiences of spiritual power and
communal worship without collapsing into syncretism. As Oduyoye (2001) observes,
any theology or church history that ignores the lived experiences of local believers
remains incomplete and colonial in outlook. Thus, Zimbabwe’s church history must
reflect a complex, collaborative and Spirit-led process in which both foreign and
indigenous actors played roles—while acknowledging that local Christians formed the
backbone of the movement.

The Oversight of Rural Ministry in Western Narratives

Recent demographic data show that over 70% of Zimbabwe’s population lives in rural
areas, farming communities, small towns, and mining settlements (ZimStat 2022). Yet
these regions remain marginal in both scholarly and ecclesiastical narratives of church
growth. Historically, missionaries and urban-based leaders focused on cities that offered
schools, hospitals, and financial opportunities, often neglecting the rural majority
(Chitando and Manyonganise 2021). Rural ministry thus became the responsibility of
local believers whose motivation was spiritual calling rather than material reward.
Indigenous Pentecostal and Apostolic movements—such as ZAOGA FIF, the Apostolic
Faith Mission (AFM) and the African Apostolic Church (AAC)—prioritised rural
evangelism as both a spiritual and strategic imperative. Mukonyora (2018) observes that
the vitality of Zimbabwean Christianity resides not in elite institutions but in its
grassroots energy, particularly among women, youth and lay leaders whose
contributions often go unrecognised. Supporting this view, Dube (2023) describes the
“rural spine” of revivalist Christianity in southern Africa, showing how prayer camps,
informal fellowships and village crusades have sparked enduring spiritual renewal. She
critiques the prevailing “temple syndrome,” where church success is measured by urban
infrastructure rather than by outreach to marginalised communities. This urban-centred
bias has produced a distorted understanding of Zimbabwean Pentecostalism and
evangelicalism.

The Role of Foreign Evangelists as a Complement

Throughout Zimbabwe’s ecclesiastical history, foreign evangelists have occasionally
played a visible and catalytic role in moments of national spiritual renewal. Among the
most notable was Reinhard Bonnke3, whose organisation, Christ for All Nations

3 Bonnke, R. n.d. “The Holy Spirit Was Already at Work in Africa before I Came.” Video. Accessed
August 10, 2025.
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=%22The+Holy+Spirit+was+already+at+work+in+Africa+b
efore+I+came%22+(Reinhardt+Bonnke)
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(CFAN), conducted some of the largest evangelistic crusades in Africa. His ministry in
Zimbabwe featured mass gatherings, testimonies of healing and deliverance and a
compelling gospel message. Bonnke’s effectiveness is often linked to his sensitivity to
African religious sensibilities, collaboration with local leaders and alignment with the
Pentecostal-charismatic ethos prevalent in Zimbabwe. His open-air evangelism,
organisational skill and media outreach made his work both memorable and accessible.
Kalu (2008) and Wariboko (2014) note that Bonnke’s style resonated with Africa’s
vibrant spiritual cosmology, which already embraced the supernatural, healing and
deliverance—allowing his message to affirm rather than replace indigenous belief
systems. However, the foundations of Christian evangelism in Zimbabwe were
established long before the arrival of international figures.

Between the 1920s and 1970s, Zimbabwean pioneers such as John and Enoch
Gwanzura, Mai Chaza, Ezekiel Guti, Abel Sande and others had already planted
churches, trained leaders and led healing movements that shaped the country’s spiritual
landscape. As Maxwell (2006) observes, the vitality of Zimbabwean Pentecostalism
was flourishing by the mid-20th century through locally initiated revival movements.
Bonnke himself acknowledged this reality, stating, “The Holy Spirit was already at
work in Africa before | came.” His humility echoes the scholarly consensus that lasting
evangelisation in Africa must be led from within (Sanneh 2003; Bediako 1995). Thus,
while international evangelists like Bonnke made meaningful contributions, their
impact should be understood within a broader historical narrative that rightly centres
indigenous leadership as foundational to Zimbabwe’s Christian story.

Early Indigenous Evangelism and the Methodist Church*

Contrary to the widespread assumption within some Pentecostal narratives that
Zimbabwe’s spiritual revival began in the 1970s or 1980s, its origins can in fact be
traced to the 1920s, particularly through the formative influence of mainline Protestant
missions such as the Methodist Church. Lovemore Togarasei (2008, 59) rightly critiques
the tendency to regard conformist theology—or even the Bible itself—as “the property
of intellectual readers only.” Long before the emergence of African Independent
Churches (AICs) and charismatic ministries, African evangelists within Methodist
structures were already preaching, teaching and contextualising the Christian message

4 While the Methodist Church in Zimbabwe undeniably played a pivotal role in the historical spread
of Christianity, this study argues that mainstream narratives have tended to privilege its contributions,
often at the expense of recognising the agency and leadership of indigenous spiritual pioneers. By
centering the experiences of local leaders—those who ministered in rural communities, nurtured
spiritual growth in families, and founded independent expressions of the faith—this study seeks to
balance the historiography. It demonstrates that the growth of Christianity in Zimbabwe was not
solely the product of missionary or denominational structures but was significantly shaped by the
creativity, sacrifice, and contextual adaptation of indigenous ministers. In this way, the study
challenges a singular, institution-focused narrative and foregrounds the often-overlooked
contributions of grassroots spiritual leaders.
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in ways that resonated with local culture. Both Ranger (1999) and Maxwell (2006)
emphasise the agency of African Christians during the colonial period, arguing that local
believers were not passive recipients of missionary Christianity but active shapers of a
contextualised and vibrant faith. Maxwell (2006) further illustrates how African
Methodists pioneered charismatic expressions of worship well before the advent of
global Pentecostalism. A notable example is Evangelist-Teacher Nicodemus Muzondo,
who ministered at Mukombami in Chikwaka between the 1930s and 1950s. Muzondo’s
ministry epitomised the Methodist Church’s role in cultivating indigenous leadership
and nurturing a contextual spirituality. His influence extended deeply into local
families—“including my own”—where many of his converts later became key figures
in Apostolic and Pentecostal movements.

Equally significant during this formative period was the rise of African women leaders
within the church. As Apostle Samuel Manyika recalls, his grandmother served as the
first chairwoman of the Methodist Women’s Fellowship in their area and was among
those who learnt to read and write under Muzondo’s guidance. Her story mirrors a
broader trend of women’s empowerment within the Methodist tradition. Oduyoye
(2001, 38) observes that African women’s theology continues to evolve amid global and
local challenges that demand transformation, while Phiri (2004, 16—-24) documents how
African women, despite systemic limitations, exercised profound theological and
ecclesial agency. Thus, the Methodist Church in Zimbabwe functioned not only as a
religious institution but also as a socio-political space—a platform for education,
empowerment and spiritual renewal that laid the groundwork for later independent and
Pentecostal movements.

Pentecostal Figures: Mai Chaza and Archbishop Mwazha
Mai Chaza (1914-1983)

Mai Chaza, born Johane Masowe Chaza, founded the Guta Ralehova (City of God)
movement in the 1950s. Emerging from the Methodist Church, she experienced a
profound spiritual calling marked by visions and healing abilities, attracting followers
seeking divine intervention. Her ministry emphasised repentance, spiritual cleansing
and moral purity, gaining renown for prophetic insight and maternal leadership. As one
of the few female founders of an African Independent Church in Zimbabwe, she
legitimised women’s spiritual authority within a patriarchal religious environment. A
former Methodist member, Chaza parted ways with the denomination due to doctrinal
differences, particularly her emphasis on healing, prophecy, speaking in tongues and
deliverance—practices largely suppressed by mainline Protestant authorities (Maxwell
2006). She established the Guta RaJehova communal settlement, functioning as both a
religious and social movement. Maxwell (2006) notes that her gatherings anticipated
the Pentecostal surge that would later sweep Zimbabwe, attracting women, the poor and
the sick who found in her ministry healing, identity and spiritual empowerment within
a colonial context marked by the suppression of African agency.
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Paul Mwazha (b. 1918)

Paul Mwazha founded the African Apostolic Church (AAC) in the mid-20th century.
Beginning his ministry within the Methodist Church as a lay preacher and
schoolteacher, he became known for early demonstrations of spiritual power, including
exorcisms during school assemblies (Ranger 2008). Mwazha’s church emphasises
holiness, strict moral codes, healing and personal transformation through repentance
and obedience to God. It also integrates African cultural identity with a distinct Christian
message and his movement spread rapidly across Zimbabwe and the diaspora, becoming
one of the most enduring African Independent Churches in the country. Ranger (2008)
situates Mwazha’s church within a broader wave of movements seeking to Africanise
Christianity by liberating it from Eurocentric doctrines and ecclesiastical control. Both
Chaza and Mwazha exemplify how local leaders asserted spiritual authority and
theological innovation under colonial and missionary constraints. Their ministries
blended Christian theology with African cosmologies, resonating deeply with local
populations and laying the foundations for Zimbabwe’s contemporary Pentecostal and
Charismatic revivals (Anderson 2001).

The Gwanzura Brothers and Apostolic Pentecostalism

The emergence of Apostolic and Pentecostal Christianity in Zimbabwe is rooted in the
pioneering ministries of the Gwanzura brothers—Enoch, John, and Samson. Initially
affiliated with the Methodist Church, they broke from the denomination after their
baptism in the Holy Spirit under Isaac Chiumbu, a pivotal yet often under-recognised
figure in Zimbabwean Pentecostal history. The brothers embraced charismatic
manifestations of the Spirit, including healing, prophecy, deliverance and miraculous
signs, situating their ministries within a dynamic Pentecostal framework. Enoch
Gwanzura is credited with baptising Ezekiel Guti, founder of Zimbabwe Assemblies of
God Africa (ZAOGA-FIF), one of Southern Africa’s largest Pentecostal movements
(Maxwell 2006). John Gwanzura became renowned as a healer and prophet, attracting
multitudes seeking miracles and spiritual guidance. Oral traditions attest to the
transformative impact of his ministry, including deliverance from demonic oppression
and chronic illness. Samson Gwanzura, though less publicly celebrated, contributed
significantly through grassroots ministry, mentoring younger believers and sustaining
revival initiatives. Collectively, the Gwanzura brothers’ work was foundational to
Apostolic Pentecostalism in Zimbabwe and closely intertwined with personal spiritual
narratives, including those within “my own family.” Maxwell (2006) notes that family
histories and testimonies are crucial for tracing Pentecostal spirituality in African
contexts, where revival often spreads through relational networks rather than formal
institutions. The Gwanzura brothers exemplify the indigenisation of Christianity in
Zimbabwe, as African leaders empowered by spiritual gifts and contextual theologies
reshaped the Christian landscape.
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ZAOGA and Archbishop Ezekiel Guti’s Ministry®
Ezekiel Guti (1923-2023)

Ezekiel Handinawangu Guti founded the Zimbabwe Assemblies of God Africa
(ZAOGA Forward in Faith®) in 1960, establishing one of Zimbabwe’s largest
indigenous Pentecostal movements. Beginning his ministry in the 1960s, Guti combined
evangelism, education and social development, founding schools, training centres, a
university and hospitals. His theology emphasised faith, holiness, empowerment, and
community upliftment, integrating Pentecostal doctrines—such as salvation,
sanctification, baptism in the Holy Spirit and divine healing—with indigenous African
spirituality and a vision for holistic societal transformation (Maxwell 2006). Under
Guti’s leadership, ZAOGA grew from a modest local congregation to a global
movement with congregations in over 140 countries by 2023. His genius lay in
indigenising Pentecostalism, creating a spiritually vibrant and socially relevant church
that empowered Zimbabweans through education, discipline, and self-reliance.
Institutions such as Zimbabwe Ezekiel Guti University (ZEGU) and Mbuya Dorcas
Hospital reflect this holistic vision. Key figures in ZAOGA’s early expansion included
Abel Sande, whose tent-based evangelism brought revival, healing, and conversions
even in areas resistant to Christianity (Anderson 2001); Raphael Kupara, who nurtured
young believers into spiritually mature leaders; and Joseph Choto, who helped bridge
ethnic and regional divides, fostering unity within the movement. Their ministries
exemplified ZAOGA’s core principles of godliness, order, and discipline, combining
charismatic expression with deep spiritual reverence. As Chitando (2013) observes,
ZAOGA’s enduring success is rooted in its theological coherence, charismatic
leadership, and ability to embed itself within Zimbabwean society. Guti’s legacy
extends beyond individual spirituality, shaping both national identity and the broader
trajectory of Pentecostalism in southern Africa.

Joe Kayo and the Birth of the Family of God Church

The founding of the Family of God Church (FOG) marked a new phase in Zimbabwean
Pentecostalism, characterised by urban revivalism, intellectual engagement and
transnational connections. Central to this development was Joe Kayo, a Kenyan

5 While the study acknowledges the broader Christian landscape that includes mainline denominations,
its primary focus is on African Apostolic and Pentecostal movements, which emerged outside the
mission-established churches and sought to contextualise Christianity within African religious,
cultural and socio-economic realities. Regarding the rural-urban distinction, the study’s emphasis on
the rural context reflects the origins and early propagation of these movements, which largely began
in rural areas before expanding into urban centres. For instance, although Ezekiel Guti later
established urban-based institutions such as hospitals, a university and training centres, his ministry
initially took root among rural communities where ZAOGA’s evangelistic foundations were laid.
The urban institutions, therefore, represent the later institutional maturity and diversification of a
movement that began in rural evangelism and spiritual revival.

6 See Guti, E. 2012. History of ZAOGA Forward in Faith: The Book of Remembrance. Harare: EGEA
Publications
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evangelist, whose ministry in Zimbabwe during the late 1970s coincided with the
country’s transitional period before independence. Kayo’s preaching, emphasis on the
Holy Spirit and faith healing crusades drew large crowds, particularly among the urban
educated elite, fostering a sense of spiritual urgency. Kayo initially collaborated with
leaders in the Zimbabwean Pentecostal community, including Joseph Choto of
ZAOGA, but his partnership with Andrew Wutawunashe proved pivotal. Together, they
organised national crusades in cities such as Harare, Gweru, Bulawayo, and Mutare,
preaching personal salvation, holiness, faith, and empowerment. These efforts laid the
foundation for new fellowships that eventually coalesced into FOG. FOG distinguished
itself theologically by embracing a holistic gospel addressing spirit, soul, and body—an
approach appealing to the urban middle class seeking faith that engaged both material
and spiritual concerns. Though Kayo returned to Kenya, Wutawunashe continued to
lead, emphasising personal development, leadership, economic empowerment, and
national transformation. Maxwell (2006) notes that through its blend of Pentecostal
fervour, intellectual engagement and urban appeal, FOG has become a significant voice
in Zimbabwe’s contemporary religious landscape.

Scripture Union and the Rise of Campus Christianity

While Pentecostal movements such as ZAOGA and the Family of God Church reshaped
Zimbabwe’s spiritual landscape with vibrant expressions of the Holy Spirit, Scripture
Union (SU) played a distinct and influential role in youth evangelisation. Importantly,
SU is not a church; it is a global interdenominational evangelical organisation, discussed
here because of its unique contribution to expanding the Gospel, particularly in high
schools, boarding schools, and universities. SU in Zimbabwe positioned itself as a non-
charismatic but deeply biblical movement, emphasising daily Bible reading, personal
salvation, and Christian discipline (Gathogo 2025). Phineas Dube, a respected Bible
teacher and SU leader, exemplified its approach, focusing on exegetical clarity, biblical
literacy and character formation. Gifford (1998) notes that SU’s appeal lay in its
apolitical, doctrinally conservative stance, offering a “safe” vehicle for gospel outreach
during politically volatile times. Structured around Bible clubs, camps, quiet-time
devotionals, and student-led fellowships, SU provided many African students with their
first sustained exposure to structured Christian fellowship (Mugambi 1995). Its
emphasis on Scripture, prayer and moral living nurtured a generation of leaders who
later served in churches, civil service and academia. Although some Pentecostal leaders
criticised SU for being “too quiet” or intellectual and for avoiding practices like
speaking in tongues, deliverance, or prophecy, its contribution to biblical literacy,
ethical formation and leadership development remains significant (Barrett, Kurian and
Johnson 2001). SU succeeded by translating the Gospel into the personal and ethical
lives of young Zimbabweans, preparing them for deeper spiritual journeys that often
continued into Pentecostal or charismatic streams.

10
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The Unsung Heroes of Zimbabwe’s Spiritual Heritage

The current section on unsung heroes—ordinary men and women such as Mrs Murape,
Mrs Mugadza and the Manyika family—effectively highlights the foundational role of
laypeople in Zimbabwean Christianity. These individuals exemplify how spiritual
revival was not confined to high-profile leaders but sustained by everyday believers
through prayer, mentorship and home-based ministry (Oduyoye 2001; Phiri 2004).
Their work underscores the argument made by Sanneh (2003) and Bediako (1995) that
African Christians actively translated the Gospel into local contexts, integrating faith,
family, and community service. However, to fully address the reviewers’
recommendations, this narrative must be contextualised within the broader Pentecostal
and Charismatic movements in Zimbabwe, which form the temporal and thematic focus
of the study. From the 1920s onward, Zimbabwean Christianity experienced a wave of
indigenous revivalism that combined local spiritual agency with the formal structures
of Pentecostal and Charismatic churches (Maxwell 1999; Ranger 1999).

The contributions of laypersons and families were integral to these movements. For
example, the Manyikas’ home-based ministry functioned as a local hub for spiritual
formation and healing, mirroring the revivalist ethos of African Independent Churches
and Pentecostal networks such as ZAOGA and the African Apostolic Church (Anderson
2001). Similarly, women like Mrs Murape and Mrs Mugadza led prayer cells and
mentorship initiatives that complemented formal church activities, demonstrating that
spiritual leadership in Zimbabwe was often exercised outside institutional hierarchies
(Phiri 2004, 16-24). By framing these unsung heroes as part of lay-charismatic
ministries, the study aligns terminology with the title’s emphasis on indigenous
Pentecostal and Charismatic heritage. Their ministries, often conducted in rural areas or
private homes, contributed to the national revivalist landscape by cultivating faith in
contexts overlooked by missionary and urban-centred histories (Maxwell 2006;
Chitando 2013). This perspective also justifies the study’s temporal scope: it
acknowledges that grassroots contributions to Zimbabwean Christianity span from early
20th-century revival movements through contemporary Charismatic growth, illustrating
continuity and indigenous agency across decades.

Moreover, situating ordinary believers within this framework foregrounds the relational
and communal dimensions of African Christianity. As Bediako (1995) argues, the
integration of faith, family and community is a hallmark of African Christian praxis.
The Manyika’s model of joint ministry, combining preaching, hospitality, and
discipleship, exemplifies this pattern, highlighting the home as a spiritual and social
locus of revival. Likewise, the intercessory and mentoring ministries of women reflect
the principles described by Oduyoye (2001), in which African women nurture faith
without seeking formal recognition, sustaining both families and communities as
“theologians of the everyday” (Sanneh 2003). So, the employment of the phrase
“unsung heroes” is intentional as an attempt to situate their contributions within a
broader historical and theological context, thereby aligning the narrative with the

11
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terminology of the study, while underscoring the enduring impact of indigenous,
grassroots actors on Zimbabwean Christianity. It can further be emphasised that the
growth of the church was not solely driven by prominent figures or missionaries but by
countless lay believers who embodied and transmitted the Gospel in their daily lives
(Maxwell 1999; Ranger 1999; Phiri 2004).

Conclusions

In the unfolding narrative of Zimbabwean Christianity, it is vital to recognise and
honour the indigenous ministers whose labours laid the foundational pillars of the faith.
These unsung heroes—men and women whose names may never have appeared in
books, church bulletins, or academic studies—Ilaboured without institutional support or
public recognition. They carried the gospel into rural heartlands: villages, farms, mining
towns, and remote settlements often overlooked by urban-focused or missionary-led
churches. Their devotion, resilience, and daily witness nurtured new believers, planted
churches and advanced the faith in spiritually resistant or distant communities. They did
not seek fame; their legacy is not marked by publications or international acclaim. Yet,
their impact is evident in transformed lives, thriving congregations and the generations
of spiritual descendants they left behind. Despite these monumental contributions, many
of these pioneers have been forgotten, marginalised, or excluded from official
ecclesiastical histories. Reclaiming their stories is not simply historical curiosity—it is
an act of spiritual justice and narrative integrity. As Zimbabwe’s ecclesiastical history
is retold, space must be made for those whose names were never printed on church
boards or book covers: the rural preachers, the dedicated schoolteachers, the pioneering
women and every faithful soul-winner who laboured in the shadows. The growth of
Zimbabwean Christianity was not solely driven by imported strategies, foreign
missionaries, or external support. It was built on the faith, sacrifice and vision of
indigenous men and women, called by God to evangelise their land. Their contributions,
particularly in remote and overlooked areas, remain the true backbone of the nation’s
Christian heritage
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