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Abstract

This thesis is an ethnographic history of the evolution of Evangelical Zionism and
Messianic Judaism among Nuer communities living in Ethiopia’s Gambella region, along
the border with South Sudan. It explores the emergence of these faiths, starting from the
1990s, out of older Evangelical Protestant groups, and examines how the truth claims,
institutions, and practices associated with them have changed the ways in which local
communities shape their collective existence and understand their place in the world. At
its most particular level, this thesis traces the evolution of a religious movement that has
until now not been the subject of any scholarly interrogation. By doing so, however, it
also challenges previous studies of Christian conversion and revival in Nuer society and
South Sudan more broadly, which primarily linked them to local experiences of violence
and marginalisation. Instead, this study situates the evolution of Evangelical Christianity
within a longer history of knowledge exchange and political and spiritual transformation

in the frontierlands.

Earlier scholarship emphasised the centrality of spiritual authorities and institutions in the
articulation of communities and social order in Nuer society. Over the past half-century,
as a result of a range of interconnections made possible due to Gambella’s position as an
increasingly globally connected frontier zone, churches have assumed this role. This
study focuses on one strand of Evangelical Zionist churches that emerged and proliferated
through a process of schism, and whose theologies have been explicitly concerned with
the critique of state power and the identification of those institutions, legal orders and
practices understood to be authentic from the perspective of divine, biblical history.
Contributing to recent debates in the anthropology of Christianity, the thesis investigates
how the value of various media—in particular, words, blood, and cattle—transformed
over time under the influence of Christianity, thus also transforming the ways in which

people organised themselves and related to each other and to God.
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A note on languages and transliteration

Nuer is commonly categorised as a West Nilotic language. The first thing non-native
speakers notice listening to it is its soft, flowing and breathy texture. In contrast to the
Semitic languages spoken in the region (Arabic and Amharic), Nuer contains a large
number of vowels and few consonants. Most Nuer words are formed out of a single root
syllable, and nuanced transformations in vowel sounds (lowering or raising, lengthening,
diphthongisation) play an important role in changing the meaning of words. There are
nonetheless differences in pronunciation between different areas of Ethiopia and South
Sudan, and while most Nuer texts today use a similar orthography—the one this thesis
follows—there are still some variations. The issue is further complicated by the fact that
many computer keyboards and smartphones do not have all the letters commonly used to

write in Nuer, so alterations and replacements are often introduced.

There are twenty consonant letters commonly used in Nuer, representing twenty
consonant phonemes. Listed below are only those that differ in their pronunciation from
English. Note that ‘n’ and ‘y’ are replaced, in English spelling or by writers who have no

access to keyboards with these letters, by ‘ng’ and ‘h’ respectively.!

dh dental ‘d’ pronounced as ‘th’ (as in ‘the’) or ‘z’

nh dental ‘n’ produced with the tongue touching the upper teeth

th dental ‘t’ pronounced as ‘th’ (as in ‘thin’) or ‘s’

r rolled ‘r’ pronounced as the Arabic .’

c palatal ‘c’ pronounced as ‘ch’ or ‘sh’ (or ‘i’, at the end of a word)
ny palatal ‘n’ pronounced as the Spanish @i

velar ‘n’ pronounced as ‘ng’

Y glottal fricative usually pronounced as ‘h’

! The descriptions here differ from those in earlier missionary dictionaries and anthropological accounts. |
decided to rely on recent works in linguistics that, my experience in Gambella suggests, are more
accurate. See T. Reid, The Phonology and Morphology of the Nuer Verb, PhD thesis (University of
Surrey, 2019).



There is much less consensus with regard to the number of Nuer vowel letters. In the Nuer
Bible, seventeen vowel letters are used. Early dictionaries by missionaries specified
fewer. Other recent publications identify more. Linguists also seem to have reached
slightly different conclusions with regard to the precise number of vowels in the Nuer
language and their qualities.? In this thesis, I use the sixteen vowel letters commonly used

in Gambella and in the Nuer Bible, and avoid rare ones.

Vowels can be distinguished by voice quality: most vowels are breathy, which means that
they are produced with a soft sigh or whisper. Diacritics (underline or dieresis) indicate a
breathy vowel, with the exception of ‘u’ that takes no diacritics but is sometimes breathy.
In writing, a long vowel is usually indicated by a double letter. The following vowel

letters are used in this thesis:?

i as in ‘free’ i aspirated ‘1’
e as in ‘may’ e aspirated ‘e’
a as in ‘far’ a aspirated ‘a’
0 as in ‘boat’ 0 aspirated ‘o’
> as in ‘law’ 2 aspirated ‘0’
€ as in ‘bed’

ES as in ‘had’ (close to ‘€’ but more open), aspirated
a as in ‘nut’, aspirated

é as ‘hit’ (between ‘e’ and ‘1’), aspirated

0 as in ‘hook’, aspirated

u as in ‘boot’, sometimes aspirated

The symbol ‘/’ is used to indicate high tone and negation. It can help distinguish between
negative present-tense phrases and positive (lower-tone) past-tense ones that are spelled
in the same way. Thus, for example, ‘/ce wd’ (‘he is not going’) is distinguished from ‘ce
wd’ (‘he went’). In practice, ‘/° is commonly used before negative particles in all tenses,

and this is also how it is used in this thesis.

2 For example, M. Yigezu, ‘The Nuer Vowel System’, Journal of Afvican Languages and Linguistics, 16
(1995), 157-170; Reid, The Phonology and Morphology, 42-51.
3 The Nuer Bible makes use of one additional aspirated version of ‘e’ (§) but it is rare.



Personal names appear in their English spelling, but some Nuer names also appear in
Nuer the first time. When quoting other written texts in English, I retained their spelling
of Nuer words. Quotes from the Bible are taken from the Nuer version published by The
Bible Society in South Sudan in 1999. English quotes are taken from the New
International Version (NIV).

A few words in Ambharic, Hebrew and Arabic also appear in this thesis. They are
transliterated into Latin script. For the transliteration of Arabic words, I follow the rules
of International Journal of Middle East Studies. Terms in spoken Sudanese or South
Sudanese Arabic, which may differ from Modern Standard Arabic, are transliterated in a
simplified manner, to reflect the way people pronounce them. Hebrew transliterations
follow the guidelines of the Association for Jewish Studies Review. For Amharic, I use e,
u, i, a, é, i, and o for the seven vowels, while the letters q, t, §°, ch’ and p’ represent
explosive consonants. The sixth-order vowel i is not written when not voiced. Arabic and
Amharic words that have been ‘Nuerised’ appear in their Nuer form, where appropriate.
English plural is added to Amharic terms used widely across languages (for example,

weredas).



Illustrations

Unless mentioned otherwise, all images were taken by me during my main period of
research (2018-2019) in Gambella. I used two cameras. One was the camera of my
smartphone. I used this camera on a daily basis to take photographic (and sometimes
video) notes. The other was a digital rangefinder style camera, with a 35mm equivalent
fixed lens. Although it produced images of much higher quality (in terms of their
resolution, not necessarily their ethnographic value), I did not carry this camera with me
at all times. It was used only on more ‘special’ occasions like graduation ceremonies or
church conferences, often upon the request of friends who asked me to bring it and
document. Maps 1-2 were drawn by me based on data from Google Maps,

OpenStreetMap, and UN publications.

Maps

Map 1. NOrth-eastern AfTICa......cc.eevuiriiriiieiiiieeeeee e 23
Map 2. Gambella and the Ethiopian-South Sudanese borderlands .............cccceoeeienne 27
Map 3. Gambella town in a map from the 19808 .........cccceviiviiiiniiniierecee 70
Figures

Figure 1. The Church of God (Seventh Day), Zion District..........cccceeeueerieeciieniienieenen. 19
Figure 2. Fixing the compound’s fence..........coeeveriiniiiiniiniiiiceececeeee 44
Figure 3. Dippo Road, leading through Newland to Gambella University .................... 46
Figure 4. Gambella town, aerial view, April 1967 ........cccocoviiiiniiniiininieeeeee 65
Figure 5. ‘NUER, E, KEL RESTAURANT .....cocciniiiininiiienccrececceeeeees 75
Figure 6. Women selling Plumpy’Nut and ‘feeding’ from the refugee camps .............. 78
Figure 7. Products from Khartoum sold in Newland............cccccooeviiniinininnninenne 79
Figure 8. Walking towards Newland’s outskirts after a graduation ceremony .............. 84
Figure 9. Paintings on the wall of a primary school in Newland. ...........c..ccocceoiriennen. 86
Figure 10. Christian Temple Church, Newland............ccocoviviiniininiiniiiiinieene 106
Figure 11. Children entering the Church of God on a dry season Sabbath. ................. 110
Figure 12. Observing the landscape in the Congregation of Yahweh’s kibbutz........... 114
Figure 13. Ahavat Yeshua Messianic Congregation .............ccceeeveerieerieenieenveenieenneans 115



Figure 14.
Figure 15.
Figure 16.
Figure 17.
Figure 18.
Figure 19.
Figure 20.
Figure 21.
Figure 22.
Figure 23.
Figure 24.
Figure 25.
Figure 26.
Figure 27.
Figure 28.
Figure 29.
Figure 30.
Figure 31.
Figure 32.
Figure 33.
Figure 34.
Figure 35.
Figure 36.
Figure 37.
Figure 38.
Figure 39.
Figure 40.
Figure 41.
Figure 42.
Figure 43.
Figure 44.
Figure 45.
Figure 46.

Light: A Christian Magazine for the Sudan .................ccocoeveveveeeceencvennnnn. 129

Covering the Bible and a hymn book..........cccccoeviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeee, 135
An afternoon Bible study session under the mango trees ...........cccccecuenneene. 137
Bible studying on Sabbath in the Church of God .........ccccoceviiniininiennnn. 138
Studying the Church of God’s Bible chart...........ccccoceeviriiniininiinieienn, 142
Some Adventist, Messianic and Jehovah’s Witnesses reading materials ... 143
Drying maize flour for the conference. ..........cccoeeeveriieniininicneneeienne 157
Singing while cooking at the Church of God conference. .............cccceuene. 158
Church of God youths marching from Zion District...........coceverveervennennee. 158
Youth singing at the American Mission in Nasir, 1935.......c.cccccevvrinnnnn. 166
Christian Temple Church conference advertisement .............cccceeveervenennee. 168
Nazarene Youth International (NYI) conference advertisement ................ 168
Apostles Fellowship International Church conference advertisement........ 169
A youth choir of the Church of the Nazarene ...........ccccoceevervinienenennne. 170
Christian Temple Church on a Sunday morning...........ccccceevvevveerieeneeenen. 171
Advertisements for new locally produced gospel music..........cccceeeveennnee. 172
Adventist youths playing adungus and singing in Eden Church................. 176
Adventist Pathfinders marching in an event in Olive Church..................... 177
Reading through a notebook with hymns in the Church of God................. 181
Praising during a Church of God conference. ...........cccceveeveriineenicniennnn. 181
Children praising during a Church of God conference. ..........ccccccereennne. 182
Praising with a tallit and a keyboard in Ahavat Yeshua..........c..cocceeeienen. 187
Still images from a wedding song video .........ccceevveeeiieniieniienieiieeiieene 188
A poster welcoming Don Esposito and his team. .........cccceeerverieneniiennne 207
Welcoming guests from Israel in Ahavat Yeshua Congregation. ............... 209
A Bible decorated with the word ‘Kush’ in the Church of God ................. 218
Boys and cattle in a village in Lare wereda (2015).......cccevevieneeneniennnne. 236
Baptism in the Baro (Ahavat Yeshua Messianic Congregation) ................ 240
Mass baptism in the Baro (Seventh-day Adventist Church)....................... 242
Mass baptism in the Baro (Seventh-day Adventist Church)....................... 242
Ruaal ritual in Newland. ..........ccoooviiniiiiiiiniieeeeeeeseseee 246
Leaving Christian Temple Church after a wedding. ........ccccooveveeneriennnnnn. 251
Girls singing during a wedding in the Church of God........c.cccoceevirienenne. 256

10



Abbreviations

EC
EPRDF
GC
GPLM
MIBI
NGO
NSCC
SAD
SPLA
UNHCR

Nuer terms

bath

Bar

buny
buony
cdan-lond
ciay

ciay cunni

ciay cuap

ciany Nuddrd

Glossary

Ethiopian calendar

Ethiopian Peoples’ Revolutionary Democratic Front
Gregorian calendar

Gambella People’s Liberation Movement
Messianic Jewish Bible Institute

Non-governmental organisation

New Sudan Council of Churches

Sudan Archive Durham

Sudan People’s Liberation Army

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

lost

Anuak

Ethiopian, ‘highlander’, to kneel down
baptism

the day of rest, Sabbath

lifestyle, behaviour, culture

righteous lifestyle

developed lifestyle

Nuer lifestyle

ciay rek urban lifestyle

ciey territorial community, home
cuop development

dil (pl. diel) member of a dominant lineage
diit luak kuoth church songs

diit puonyd kuoth God-praising songs

dor nation
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duer

gaar

gat rek

gat tust (pl. gaat tut)
Jay (pl. jaay)

jur

kac

kadhe

kan

kuddr (pl. kuar)

kuddr muon

Kuddrd Kuoth
kuén

kume

kuoth

Kuoth Nhial
lam

luak kuoth
maar

muc

nand Ruac Kuoth raar
nei ti naath
nueer

ndth

pal

Pél

rek (pl. rék)
rey ciéy

riem Yecu
ré6ol nhiaal
ruaal

ruac

fault, wrong, sin, mistake

male facial marking, ‘scarification’
son of the town, ‘town boy’, urbanite
sons of bulls (community elders)

a non-Nuer immigrant, Dinka
foreigner, to rent a room in town
false

salt

salvation

leader, chief

‘earth-master’ (a spiritual medium responsible for
conducting rituals of sacrifice)
God’s Kingdom

marriage

government

spirit

God

invocation, to invoke, to curse
church (‘God’s cattle byre’)

kinship, relationship

present, gift, offering

evangelism, (‘to take the Word of God out”)
‘people of people’

deadly bodily pollution

faith

to pray, prayer

wisdom

town, fence, closure

in the homeland or community, rural areas
the blood of Jesus

heaven

incest, incest pollution

to talk, speech
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Ruac Kuoth
tabacni
tiim

toic

turuk (pl. turuok / turuoni)

thuok
wdl-wali
wan

wdn wan

wut yook

yay (pl. yook)
Yiéé Kuoth
yiow

yiow nyiet

Ambharic terms

awraja
balambaras
birr
dej-azmach

Derg

fitawrari

gra-azmach

mahberawi firdi bét

gebellé

sefer shum
gen-azmach

wereda

the Word (‘speech’) of God, preaching
soldiers

church conference

seasonally river-flooded pastures
educated foreigner

real, true

tithes

to deceive

deceiver

man of cattle (spiritual medium)

cow

The Holy Spirit

money

‘money of the girls’, paid by the man prior to

bridewealth negotiations

county

‘Commander of the Fort’ (imperial title)

the national currency of Ethiopia

‘Commander of the Gate’ (imperial title)
Ethiopia’s military regime between 1974 and 1991,
‘committee’

‘Commander of the Vanguard’ (imperial title)
‘Commander of the Left’ (imperial title)

social court (in a gebellé)

local government office, the lowest administrative
structure of the state

zone leader (in an urban gebellé)

‘Commander of the Right’ (imperial title)

district
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every single minute I spent sitting alone, going over my notes and writing this thesis.
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Introduction

Look, the government of this world means the present world where we are
living. And it is a form of government. So, their law and their doing and
whatever are not in line with the doctrine of Jesus Christ. So, when we are
living as Christians, we have to take care. Because even if you are trying to
mix the two, you will end up in mess—spiritual mess. You can even go outside
of the truth if you don’t take care. But if you take care, you treat them
separately. Even now, you see in our church, we don’t involve in politics. We
are neutral really. We don’t involve in politics. We simply base [our teaching]

on what the Bible said.

- Gatluak, Church of God (Seventh Day) member.

To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, ‘If you hold to my teaching,
you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will

set you free.’

- John 8:31-2.

At the eastern edge of Gambella town, a walk of about 30 minutes from the spot where
the tarmac road ends and the town turns into a sprawling settlement of increasingly sparse
huts and mud houses, there is a place called Zion District. This is, at least, how its
residents call it. They are all members of the Church of God (Seventh Day), an
Evangelical Zionist church that was first introduced to Nuer residents of the region in the
late 1990s. Right next to Zion District is an enclosed settlement—a ‘kibbutz’ that was
established by members of another Evangelical Zionist group called the Congregation of
Yahweh. The Congregation of Yahweh split from the Church of God in 2009. If we walk
back from Zion District towards the centre of town, we will soon come across a small
branch of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, one of almost ten in Gambella town alone.
Most leaders of the Church of God and the Congregation of Yahweh split about two
decades ago from the Seventh-day Adventist Church. By the time we reach the centre of
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Newland, Gambella town’s Nuer dominated neighbourhood, we may come across other
groups that split from the Church of God over the years, like Assembly of Yahweh and
Ahavat Yashua Messianic Congregation, in addition to dozens of other Protestant

churches.

The members of the Church of God refer to themselves as Messianic Jews. They are
Protestant born-again Christians who worship on Sabbath, observe Mosaic Law and
celebrate the major Jewish festivals. Members of the Congregation of Yahweh follow a
similar (though not identical) Evangelical Zionist doctrine. Both groups have their
international partners, in Kenya, Israel and the US, but otherwise they are not part of a
strict global bureaucracy. Their operations in Gambella are largely unsupervised. The
most important thing about these churches, their members tell anyone who is keen to learn
about their faith, is that they each claim to be the ‘true church’, that is, the direct and
natural outgrowth of the church established by the followers of Jesus Christ in New
Testament days, which therefore also follows the ‘true religion’, that is, the exact same
doctrine He preached. They view other churches—Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant—
as deceptive human-made institutions that lead their members away from God and the
truth and into the hands of Satan. This is also how they view world governments. Their

government (kume), they say, is the government of Jesus.

Figure 1. The Church of God (Seventh Day), Zion District.

19



Gambella town is the capital of Gambella state, located in Ethiopia’s westernmost
periphery. The state borders what became, in 2011, the independent country of South
Sudan, and has long been one of the most marginalised and impoverished regions of
Ethiopia. It is a place described, more often than not, by what it lacks: order, infrastructure
and social services, a private sector, civil society, peace, effective governance, rule of
law. Due to constant tensions and occasional outbreaks of violence between its two main
‘ethnic’ groups—Nuer and Anuak—and its role as a shelter for generations of South
Sudanese refugees and rebels, Gambella came to be known primarily as a place of
humanitarian interventions and instability. It is, in many ways, a paradigmatic African
periphery. Part of the Ethiopian state, but not quite. Political scientists often think about
paved roads and infrastructure as indexing the geographic outreach of state power in
Africa. Gambella is where Ethiopia’s roads, literally, end. Indeed, at the time of my
research, there was not much in Gambella town that testified for Ethiopia’s internationally
celebrated economic growth since the mid-2000s and the developmentalist agenda of its
leaders, beyond, perhaps, a new bare concrete stadium, a struggling university and several

unfinished and mostly deserted government buildings.

But there is more to the region than what it lacks, of course. This may emerge once we
approach it, as this study aims to do, not as a marginal space that makes sense only in
relation to a modern sovereign state, but as a centre of social and political change with its
own history and dynamics.! The end of the road for some, after all, is its beginning for
others. At the very least, it is the point where one is confronted with a dilemma: Take the
road, or retreat? To what new goods or knowledge may this road facilitate access? Does
it represent a threat? It is also a meeting point: a place of unexpected encounters and open-
ended negotiations. This is, for instance, where the local cattle trader, a government
official from the capital, a foreign missionary or mercenary, a passing merchant or a
fleeing rebel, may cross each other’s paths, or perhaps, where someone coming from a
distant village may finally find cellular reception, a money transfer agency, or an internet
café. Newland, the Nuer neighbourhood of Gambella town of which Zion District was

essentially an extension, testified to the creative power of such contingent frontier

' A. Mbembe, ‘At the Edge of the World: Boundaries, Territoriality, and Sovereignty in Africa’, Public
culture, 12 (2000), 259-284; L. Lombard, Hunting Game: Raiding Politics in the Central African
Republic (Cambridge, 2020).
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encounters—to the stimulating ‘friction’ they produce and their founding potentiality—

with its name.?

It is in this sense that this thesis approaches Gambella as a frontier zone: not simply a
border area whose population and resources were swollen by an expanding state or a
periphery in which state power and authority remain eroded and partial, but a place in
which all sorts of actors, epistemologies, political visions, styles and temporalities have
been ‘drawn together in new ways’ over the past century.® The following chapters
demonstrate how this process significantly transformed the ways in which local
communities shaped their collective existence and understood their place in the world,
giving rise to places like Zion District and the Congregation of Yahweh’s kibbutz. This
is not, therefore, a study of the articulation of state power in the borderlands,* or of the
significance of frontiers in the process of Ethiopian state formation,> even if the state is
very much part of the story this thesis tells. The focus here, instead, is on the new
institutions and forms of political action that emerge in the frontierlands—at that point of

encounter where new and often unexpected linkages are forged.

Over the past half-century, as a result of a range of frontier encounters, churches have
emerged as important—for many people, the most important—arenas of political action
and community making in Ethiopia’s western frontierlands. Earlier scholarship
emphasised the centrality of spiritual authorities and institutions in the articulation of
communities and social order in Nuer society before, during, and in the first decades
following, the colonial period. This thesis traces the more recent process through which
Christianity has assumed this role. It focuses, in particular, on one strand of Protestant
Christianity that, as a result of a combination of factors, flourished in Gambella and has
been explicitly concerned with the critique of state power and the identification of divine
authenticity. By doing so, this study speaks to wider scholarly debates on Christianity,

religious mediation and political life in Africa. The extraordinary rise of born-again

2 A. L. Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection (Princeton and Oxford, 2005).

3'W. James, War and Survival in Sudan’s Frontierlands: Voices from the Blue Nile (Oxford; New York,
2007), xii.

4V. Das and D. Poole, eds. Anthropology in the Margins of the State (Oxford, 2004); P. Nugent,
Boundaries, Communities and State-Making in West Africa: The Centrality of the Margins (Cambridge,
2019).

SR. J. Reid, Frontiers of Violence in North-East Africa: Genealogies of Conflict Since C. 1800 (Oxford,
2011); J. Markakis, Ethiopia: The Last Two Frontiers (Woodbridge, 2011).
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Christianity in recent decades has transformed the continent’s political landscape in ways
that scholars are only starting to address. Shifting the lens from urban Pentecostal mega-
churches to more obscure groups in the distant frontierlands, this thesis shows how the
circulation of Christian knowledge and the argumentation and debates surrounding divine
truth have been central to the configuration of communities, subjectivities, authority and

shared spaces.

As the label ‘Nuer Messianic Jewish movement’ suggests, this is not a study of a specific
church, but of a set of ideas, practices and debates that evolved among Nuer communities
over the past several decades. Multiple distinct churches have emerged out of these
debates over the years, but they have all been tied to one another in a sphere of ‘Christian
critique’,® which this thesis seeks to explore and historicise. That said, while these groups
communicated with ‘brethren’ abroad and drew on various external sources of
inspiration, the churches described here were formed almost exclusively of Nuer
speakers, operated in the Nuer language, and had branches among Nuer communities
across the Ethiopian-South Sudanese borderlands and East Africa. This theme is further
explored in Chapter 5. Hence the use of the otherwise problematic ethnonym ‘Nuer’. The
categorisation of Messianic Judaism as a form of Protestant Evangelical Zionism and the
difference between this faith and other forms of born-again Christianity are discussed
later in this introduction. But first, let us start with situating this study more firmly within

the frontierlands of Gambella and their historiography.

Ethiopian history from the margins

Viewed from Gambella, as one travels east up the Baro River, Ethiopia is the distant land
beyond the mountains. Until not so long ago, reaching its centre required several days of
trekking through unpaved paths up the hills. Addis Ababa is more than 700km from the
point where the Baro becomes unnavigable. But even today, the Ethiopian state is rarely
approached from this direction by foreigners. Introductions to the country usually start at
its political centre, in the highlands. The Ethiopian highlands are divided by the Rift
Valley into a larger northern region which is a mosaic of imposing mountains and sharp

peaks (some exceeding 4,000m), and a smaller, and much flatter, southern plateau. The

¢ C. Handman, Critical Christianity: Translation and Denominational Conflict in Papua New Guinea
(Berkeley, 2014).

22



highlands are surrounded by equally large lowlands, however, which form Ethiopia’s
periphery, where most of its modern borders are drawn. In contrast to the highlands, these
are flat, mostly dry, and warm regions. Ethiopia’s highly diverse population, speaking a
range of Semitic, Cushitic, Omotic and Nilo-Saharan languages, is distributed over the
country’s extensive territories, making it, as Herbst identifies, a country whose political

geography makes it ‘exceptionally difficult to consolidate power.’’
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Map 1. North-eastern Africa.

The states and kingdoms that ruled Ethiopia’s northern highlands, whose roots are often
traced to the Aksumite Empire that flourished roughly from the first to the seventh
centuries, maintained a tradition of history writing, mainly in the form of chronicles, at
least since the fourteenth century.® For centuries, Ethiopian leaders legitimised their rule
by propagating a historical narrative that positioned them as the descendants of the Queen
of Sheba of Aksum and King Solomon of Israel.” Christianity was already introduced in

Aksum during the fourth century, ultimately developing into the Ethiopian Orthodox

7 J. 1. Herbst, States and Power in Africa: Comparative Lessons in Authority and Control (Princeton,
2000), 145-52. See also the reflections on Ethiopian state-building and geography in Markakis, Ethiopia;
C. Clapham, The Horn of Africa: State Formation and Decay (London, 2017).

8 7. Bahru, ‘A Century of Ethiopian Historiography’, Journal of Ethiopian Studies, 33 (2000), 5.

® H. G. Marcus, 4 History of Ethiopia (Berkeley; London, 2002), 17-19.
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Church, and played an important role in the formation of a distinctive Ethiopian identity
that came to characterise the states and societies that flourished in the highlands.
Maintaining its independence when all of its neighbours came under European colonial
rule in the nineteenth century, Ethiopia itself emerged as a mighty imperial power in the
region, fending off threats of foreign occupation by Egypt (1875-6), Sudan (1889) and
Italy (1896), while also gradually expanding into the surrounding lowland regions.!® Tt

was through this process that Gambella came to be part of the modern Ethiopian state.

The state-building efforts of the imperial regime in the first decades of the twentieth
century led to the establishment of Ethiopian education institutions and to a new trend of
national history-writing under the auspices of the state. This process accelerated in the
years following the Italian occupation (1936-1941), with the opening of the University
College of Addis Ababa. By the 1960s, Addis Ababa emerged as an important academic
centre for a new generation of historians of Ethiopia.!' The scholarship they produced,
however, focused on the history of the Orthodox Christian state of the highlands and its
development. It was largely ‘indifferent, or at best, patronizing,” towards the societies of
the peripheries, which gained their place in the national epic of ‘Greater Ethiopia’ merely
as those communities passively incorporated into an expanding state with ancient roots.!?
Scholarship on Gambella and the western frontierlands written during the period focuses
exclusively on the diplomatic and economic aspects of the region’s incorporation into the

Ethiopian state, with local communities hardly performing the role of bystanders. !

Political turmoil and economic decline meant that the University of Addis Ababa, much
like other African universities that spearheaded the development of Africanist history in
the 1960s, lost its centrality as a centre of academic knowledge production.

Simultaneously, however, several threads of revisionist historiographies emerged,

107, Bahru, 4 History of Modern Ethiopia, 1855-1991 (Oxford, 2001), 27-80.

' D. Crummey, ‘The Horn of Africa: Between History and Politics’, Northeast African Studies, 10
(2003), 120; H. Aklilou, ‘A Brief History of the University College of Addis Ababa’, University College
Review, 1 (1961), 25-33; Bahru, ‘A Century of Ethiopian Historiography’.

12 A, Triulzi, ‘Battling With the Past: New Frameworks for Ethiopian Historiography’, in Remapping
Ethiopia: Socialism & After, ed. by W. James, D. L. Donham et al. (Oxford, 2002), 277.

13 H. G. Marcus, ‘Ethio-British Negotiations Concerning the Western Border With the Sudan, 1896-
1902°, Journal of African History, 4 (1963), 81-94; Z. Bahru, Relations Between Ethiopia and the Sudan
on the Western Ethiopian Frontier (1898-1935), PhD thesis (School of Oriental and African Studies,
University of London, 1976). See also, on the northern areas of this frontier: M. Abir, ‘The Origins of the
Ethiopian-Egyptian Border Problem in the Nineteenth Century’, Journal of African History, 8 (1967),
443-461.
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challenging the state-centred and hegemonic paradigm of the ‘Great Tradition’ by
focusing on the people of the country’s peripheries. In a country where struggles over
land, resources, and political legitimacy were also struggles over identities and historical
narratives, the emergence of these new histories was very much entangled in political
developments. The predatory nature of the centralist Derg regime (1974-1991) and the
multiple rebel groups that emerged against it in the peripheries led to a proliferation of
ethno-nationalist discourses. By the 1990s, Eritrean Studies, Oromo Studies, and Somali
Studies all emerged as fields that compete with the older and more established Ethiopian
Studies.!* Sorenson, inspired by the Eritrean national struggle and the writing of Foucault
and Said, suggested that ‘Ethiopia’ is best understood as a ‘discursive construction’ based
on ‘mythologies created by the Amhara elite to maintain their power over other

peoples.’!

The emergence of ‘counter-histories’ from the periphery was an important development
in Ethiopian historiography, but these were not always able, or even tried, to escape the
teleologies of nation-building.'® However, other works have taken a more flexible
approach to understanding the dynamics of Ethiopia’s peripheries, one that does not
predetermine the historical trajectory of either certain ‘nations’ or ‘the state’, be these a
set of institutions or discursive constructions. The collections The Southern Marches of
Imperial Ethiopia (1986) and Remapping Ethiopia (2002) represent this trend most
clearly.!” Other important contributions include Wendy James’ historical ethnographies
of the Uduk of Sudan’s Blue Nile State and their tribulations, including their period of

refuge in Gambella,'® as well as Dereje Feyissa’s work on the construction of Nuer and

14 C. Clapham, ‘Rewriting Ethiopian History’, Annales d’Ethiopie, 18 (2002), 42. Notable early
examples, from the Oromo perspective, include: H. Mohammed, The Oromo of Ethiopia: A History,
1570-1860 (Cambridge, 1990); J. Asafa, Oromia and Ethiopia: State Formation and Ethnonational
Conflict, 1868-1992 (Boulder & London, 1993).

15, Sorenson, Imagining Ethiopia: Struggles for History and Identity in the Horn of Afiica (New
Brunswick, New Jersey, 1993), 14.

16 Clapham, ‘Rewriting Ethiopian History’, 42-5; S. Marzagora, ‘History in Twentieth-Century Ethiopia:
The ‘Great Tradition’and the Counter-Histories of National Failure’, The Journal of African History, 58
(2017), 438-40.

17D. L. Donham and W. James, eds. The Southern Marches of Imperial Ethiopia: Essays in History and
Social Anthropology (Cambridge, 1986); W. James, D. L. Donham et al., eds. Remapping Ethiopia:
Socialism & After (Oxford, 2002).

18 W. James, The Listening Ebony: Moral Knowledge, Religion, and Power Among the Uduk of Sudan
(Oxford, 1999 [1988)); James, War and Survival Another good example though covering the highland
periphery rather than Gambella, is D. L. Donham, Marxist Modern: An Ethnographic History of the
Ethiopian Revolution (Berkeley, 1999).
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Anuak identities in relation to the Ethiopian state.!” Although written from very different
vantage points, by turning their lens to the frontierlands, such works demonstrate that life
at the margins never simply evolved according to the prescriptions of the distant centre.
It is from this conceptual (and geographic) position that this study seeks to speak to
Ethiopian historiography—examining the margins as meaningful political arenas in their
own right rather than solely in relation to those projects imposed on them from the

outside.

Nuer history from the frontier

As we stand by the Baro, let us now turn our gaze to the other direction. Not east, towards
the hills, but west, towards the point where the muddy waters of the river disappear into
the horizon. If Gambella represents the western fringes of the modern Ethiopian state, it
is also the easternmost edge of what Nuer today often describe as ‘Nuerland’ (rdo/
Nudrd). Communities of the people referring to themselves today as ‘Nuer’ (Nuddr), and
previously as nei ti naath (‘the people of the people’), reached the borderlands of
Gambella not long before the first emissaries of the Ethiopian state did. Until today, the
original Nuer ‘homeland’ is considered to be near the town of Bentiu, along the western
banks of the Nile in modern-day South Sudan. It was from there that in the early
nineteenth century groups of nei ti naath migrated east, crossing the Nile, assimilating or
dispersing other communities (predominantly Dinka), and gradually expanding towards
what formally became, at the turn of the century, the international border between

Ethiopia and Sudan.

This famous ‘expansion’ (often misrepresented in earlier accounts as a ‘conquest’) has
been the subject of a considerable body of scholarship over the years, which sought to

explain why and how it took place.?’ It was through this process that Nuer society came

9 F. Dereje, Playing Different Games: The Paradox of Anywaa and Nuer Identification Strategies in the
Gambella Region, Ethiopia (New York, 2011).

20 See the accounts and reviews of this topic in: R. C. Kelly, The Nuer Conquest: The Structure and
Development of an Expansionist System (Ann Arbor, 1985); G. G. Jal, The History of the Jikany Nuer
Before 1920, PhD thesis (School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, 1987); D. H.
Johnson, Nuer Prophets: A History of Prophecy From the Upper Nile in the Nineteenth and Twentieth
Centuries (Oxford, 1994), 44-55; S. E. Hutchinson, Nuer Dilemmas: Coping With Money, War, and the
State (Berkeley, 1996), 31-2; Dereje, Playing Different Games, 78-80; N. Stringham, Marking Nuer
Histories: Gender, Gerontocracy, and the Politics of Inclusion in the Upper Nile From 1400 — 1931, PhD
thesis (University of Virginia, 2016).
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to be divided into several major territorial groupings, around which it is still more or less
structured today. By the late nineteenth century, the Eastern Jikdny became the
easternmost of these groups. Attracted by the precious seasonally river-flooded pastures
(toic) of the region, its members settled along the Sobat River in South Sudan’s Upper
Nile and around the Baro in Gambella. This group’s major sub-sections—the Gaa-jiok,
Gaa-guarn, and above all the easternmost Gaa-jak—were gradually integrated into the
Ethiopian state in a process that is further explored in the following chapters. Slightly
further south, members of the Mor sub-section of the Lou Nuer (whose homelands are in
South Sudan’s Jonglei State) also moved towards the Sobat and the Pibor rivers, and some

of them ultimately made Gambella their home too.
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Map 2. Gambella and the Ethiopian-South Sudanese borderlands.

“The Nuer’, of course, gained their fame in the discipline of anthropology through Evans-
Pritchard’s studies.?! Though based on research conducted mainly among eastern Nuer in
the early 1930s, at a time when they were very much part of a colonial state, Evans-
Pritchard’s books remain among the most famous accounts of a ‘stateless’ African

society, and epitomise the interest of colonial anthropology in producing timeless

2! The three main studies, supplemented by a host of shorter publications, were: E. E. Evans-Pritchard,
The Nuer: A Description of the Modes of Livelihood and Political Institutions of a Nilotic People
(Oxford, 1940); E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Kinship and Marriage Among the Nuer (Oxford, 1951); E. E.
Evans-Pritchard, Nuer Religion (Oxford, 1956).
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portraits of ‘pure’ cultural groups. But if the state was invisible in the work of colonial
anthropologists, much of the historiography of post-colonial southern Sudan in the
following decades has been concerned, to some extent like that of Ethiopia, with state
institutions, national politics and wars.?? It was only the period of relative peace between
Sudan’s two civil wars (1963-1972, 1983-2005) that enabled access to the country and
thus the production of some histories ‘from below’ that put earlier ethnographies in a
historical context. Two pieces of scholarship from this period have been particularly
influential in the eastern Nuer context.?*> One is Johnson’s Nuer Prophets: a history of the
politics of Nuer spiritual leadership from the late nineteenth to the twentieth century.?*
Hutchinson’s Nuer Dilemmas is the other: a historical ethnography interrogating the ways
in which violent conflicts, modern markets and the state impacted, and were locally

interpreted by, rural Nuer communities.?

What these two works illustrate in a way that Evans-Pritchard’s static ethnographies could
not is that the eastern fringes of Nuerland have long been places of social change and
political innovation. Johnson shows how the eastward migration of Nuer communities in
the nineteenth century led to both political fragmentation and the emergence of new forms
of spiritual and political leadership and organisation. The point is further emphasised by
Stringham’s recent study of the history of initiation into ‘marriageability-sets’ among
eastern Nuer communities before the 1920s.2° In the following decades, throughout the
colonial and early post-colonial period, as Hutchinson shows, the incorporation of eastern
Nuer communities ‘into the wider political economy of Sudan was more rapid and
traumatic than that of Nuer communities living west of the White Nile.”?” They had
greater interaction with government institutions, and were much more affected by the
devastation of Sudan’s first civil war. These diverging historical circumstances resulted
in significant cultural differences between eastern and western Nuer, with the latter

becoming known for their cultural adaptability and the former being associated with the

22 For a recent critique of the state of the historiography of South Sudan, see D. H. Johnson, South Sudan:
A New History for a New Nation (2016), 17-8.

23 Another notable contribution from the 1980s is Gabriel Giet Jal’s history of the Jikéiny migration: Jal,
The History.

24 Johnson, Nuer Prophets.

25 Hutchinson, Nuer Dilemmas.

26 Stringham, Marking Nuer Histories.

27 Hutchinson, Nuer Dilemmas, 38.
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‘original’ Nuer culture. As we shall see, this is not merely a scholarly observation but a

very real experience to which Nuer in Gambella relate.

For international humanitarians, as for most Ethiopians who have never visited the region,
Gambella is a place of violence and lawlessness, where mapped roads end and chaos
beings. The limited scholarship on its people and history in recent decades has been
almost exclusively concerned with either its conflicts or its troubled incorporation into
the Ethiopian state and economy.?® From this perspective, Gambella remains a place
where, Markakis writes, the state is ‘still very thin on the ground, and unable to perform
any of its functions meaningfully.’?® The use of the word “still’ in this context is telling,
hinting at a modernist teleological assumption that history proceeds in a predetermined
direction. And thus, the frontierlands seem to lie in between one imagined reflection of
what their dwellers supposedly no longer are, and another, of what ‘modernity’ and the
state claim they will one day become. But as Africanists have observed long ago, frontiers
are never simply spaces of ‘expansion through scalability’ and duplication.’® They are
interstitial spaces of encounter, innovation, creolisation and change.’! In between the
mutually constitutive reflections of what is no longer and what is not yet, new things

emerge. This thesis is about these things.

28 Notable publications, in addition to the earlier scholarship and Dereje Feyissa’s work mentioned above,
are: J. Young, ‘Along Ethiopia’s Western Frontier: Gambella and Benishangul in Transition’, The
Journal of Modern African Studies, 37 (1999), 321-346; S. Abraham, ‘Breaking the Cycle of Conflict in
Gambella Region’, in People, Space and the State: Migration, Resettlement and Displacement in
Ethiopia, ed. by A. Pankhurst and F. Piguet (Addis Ababa, 2004), 534-540; F. Dereje, ‘The Experience of
Gambella Regional State’, in Ethnic Federalism: The Ethiopian Experience in Comparative Perspective,
ed. by D. Turton (Oxford, 2006), 208-230; B. S. Regassa, War and Peace in the Sudan and Its Impact on
Ethiopia: The Case of Gambella, 1955-2008, PhD thesis (Addis Ababa University, 2010); J. H. S. Lie
and A. Borchgrevink, ‘Layer Upon Layer: Understanding the Gambella Conflict Formation’,
International Journal of Ethiopian Studies, (2012), 135-159; G. E. Fana, The Political Economy of Land
Investments: Dispossession, Resistance and Territory-Making in Gambella, Western Ethiopia, PhD thesis
(Addis Ababa University, 2016); W. M. Seide, The Nuer Pastoralists: Between Large Scale Agriculture
and Villagization: A Case Study of the Lare District in the Gambella Region of Ethiopia (Uppsala, 2017).
I am not citing here a host of recent master’s theses written by students in Ethiopian universities on
Gambella’s conflicts as well as a small number of reports written by or for NGOs on refugee policies or
violence in the region.

29 Markakis, Ethiopia, 16.

30 The term is borrowed from A. L. Tsing, The Mushroom At the End of the World: On the Possibility of
Life in Capitalist Ruins (Princeton, 2015), 37-43.

31'F. B. Nyamnjoh, ‘Incompleteness: Frontier Africa and the Currency of Conviviality’, Journal of Asian
and African Studies, 52 (2017), 253-270. And see also: 1. Kopytoff, ‘The Internal African Frontier: The
Making of an African Political Culture’, in The African Frontier: The Reproduction of Traditional
African Societies, ed. by 1. Kopytoff (Bloomington, 1987), 3-84.
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Christianity beyond ‘crisis’ and ‘civilisation’

The spread of Christian Zionism and Messianic Judaism among Nuer communities in the
Ethiopian-South Sudanese frontierlands was part of a broader process of born-again
Christian revival in the region. Daily life in Newland testified to this revival. At the time
of my research, there were more than 40 Protestant churches operating in Newland alone.
Active church members—whether they held a voluntary administrative position or
participated in any of the study or worshipping groups their church ran for children,
youths, students, or women—could easily spend several hours in church every day.
Church conferences were where people from the neighbourhood and the entire region
gathered, and it was in church services that communal matters were discussed, and
announcements made. Churches played a central role in shaping Newland’s
infrastructure, and given the Ethiopian state’s limited investment in the region, were also
important service providers. The largest buildings in the neighbourhood were churches,
and the largest compounds belonged to them, thus often influencing how and where
people settled. Some churches ran primary schools. Many were equipped with useful

water pumps. Others offered occasional medical services.

This thesis interrogates the historical process through which churches assumed such a
central role in local life, thereby offering a new perspective on the nature of Christian
conversion in this region. Eastern Nuer first encountered Christianity when American
Presbyterian missionaries started operating in Sudan’s Upper Nile, in the early twentieth
century. As opposed to western Nuer, whose homelands fell under the responsibility of
Catholic missionaries, eastern Nuer were from the beginning influenced by Evangelical
Protestantism. The limited scholarship on Christian missions in southern Sudan and
Ethiopia’s western borderlands largely focuses on the entanglement of these in the
imperial projects of state-building and ‘civilisation’, particularly in the fields of education
and health.>?> By 1964, when the Sudanese government expelled foreign missionaries

from the country, their achievements, in terms of conversion rates, were unimpressive.>?

32R. O. Collins, Land Beyond the Rivers: The Southern Sudan, 1898-1918 (New Haven; London, 1971);
L. P. Sanderson and N. Sanderson, Education, Religion and Politics in Southern Sudan 1899-1964
(London, 1981); T. Eshete, ‘The Sudan Interior Mission (SIM) in Ethiopia (1928-1970)’, Northeast
African Studies, 6 (1999), 27-57.

33 J. W. Burton, ‘Christians, Colonists, and Conversion: A View From the Nilotic Sudan’, The Journal of
Modern African Studies, 23 (1985), 349-369.
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Few Presbyterian missionaries continued to work among Nuer communities in Gambella
until they, too, were expelled in the mid-1970s by the Derg. Mass conversion to
Christianity among eastern Nuer communities began in the 1970s, while the spread of
born-again Christianity and proliferation of churches, including the Messianic groups

explored in this thesis, gained momentum since the late 1990s.

By the 1990s, when studies of the ‘missionary encounter’ and its legacies elsewhere in
Africa began to emerge,** scholarly interest in southern Sudan was focused on its violent
conflicts. The literature on southern Christianity in recent decades has therefore been
almost exclusively concerned, much like the literature on South Sudan in general, with
the ‘role’ of churches or Christianity in the context of civil war and nation-building.*
Thus, with very few exceptions, even when focusing on local communities rather than
elites, the main prism through which Christianity in the region was examined was still
that of wars, national politics and the state.>® Two functionalist lines of argument were
particularly prominent in this context, in the scholarship on Christianity in South Sudan
in general but also on Nuer Christianity in Gambella. First, scholars emphasised the
power South Sudanese increasingly came to associate with Christian education, and thus
highlighted the link drawn between Christianity and local notions of ‘progress’ and
‘modernity’, modelled upon Euro-American images.’” Second, scholars portrayed
Christianity as an empowering new identity that became attractive as a result of the

deprivation of war and the marginalisation of southern Sudanese by the Islamist

34 For a review of these trends, see D. Maxwell, ‘Writing the History of African Christianity: Reflections
of an Editor’, Journal of religion in Africa, 36 (2006), 379-399.

35 J. Ashworth, The Voice of the Voiceless: The Role of the Church in the Sudanese Civil War, 1983-2005
(Nairobi, 2014); N. Salomon, ‘Religion After the State: Secular Soteriologies At the Birth of South
Sudan’, Journal of Law and Religion, 29 (2014), 447-469; C. Tounsel, ‘God Will Crown Us’: The
Construction of Religious Nationalism in Southern Sudan, 1898-2011, PhD thesis (University of
Michigan, 2015).

36 Important exceptions to this trend are the essays by Johnson and James in D. H. Johnson and W. James,
eds. Vernacular Christianity: Essays in Anthropology of Religion (Oxford, 1988), as well as James’
treatment of Uduk conversion in James, The Listening Ebony, 207-52, and Hutchinson’s analysis of
Christianity and cattle sacrifice in Hutchinson, Nuer Dilemmas.

37 Ibid.; C. Falge, ‘The Ethiopianisation of the Eastern Jikany Nuer From a Religious Perspective’, in
Ethiopia and the Missions: Historical and Anthropological Insights, ed. by V. Boll, S. Kaplan ef al.
(Miinster, 2005), 171-194; C. Falge, ‘The Cultural Resilience in Nuer Conversion and a ‘Capitalist
Missionary’’, in Changing Identifications and Alliances in North-East Africa: Sudan, Uganda, and the
Ethiopia-Sudan Borderlands, ed. by G. Schlee and E. E. Watson (New York, 2009), 205-217. On Dinka
Christianity, see also: G. Lienhardt, ‘The Dinka and Catholicism’, in Religious Organization and
Religious Experience, ed. by J. Davis (London, 1982), 81-95; F. M. Deng, ‘Dinka Response to
Christianity: The Pursuit of Well Being in a Developing Society’, in Vernacular Christianity: Essays in
Anthropology of Religion, ed. by D. H. Johnson and W. James (Oxford, 1988), 157-169.
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government in Khartoum.*® Christianity was repeatedly explained as a way of becoming

‘developed’, coping with insecurity, and expressing opposition to northern domination.

Neither argument, this thesis suggests, is helpful in capturing the political implications
and historicity of Christianity in the frontierlands. From a historical perspective,
understanding ‘crisis’ as the cause for religious revival or as the context in which it should
be analysed is suspicious. Life in the Ethiopian-Sudanese frontierlands have long been
precarious. But why did certain responses to precariousness emerge and not others? And
how did they change over time? Studies that frame wars, insecurity and political
instability as the cause for the emergence of new Christian movements in and around
South Sudan are perpetuating an ahistorical proposition that was prevalent in earlier
scholarship and popular discourse on (non-Christian) spiritual revivals in East Africa. As
Johnson and Anderson have warned, the emphasis on crises in the study of prophets and
prophesy in the region was problematic precisely because it ignored the social context in
which prophets operated, and the ways in which ‘social perceptions of prophets and
prophetic actions changed over time.”®* In his history of Nuer prophets, Johnson
persuasively demonstrates that the functionalist theory that these were ‘crisis leaders’

who emerged at times of radical instability is circular and flawed.*°

But framing Christianity as a reaction to crisis, a form of political resistance or a means
of pursuing a particular ‘modern’ lifestyle, is not only ahistorical. As Marshall writes,
critiquing similar approaches to born-again Christianity in other parts of Africa, such
arguments also mistake religion to be ‘a medium for a message that is about something

' To be sure, crises, political turmoil, suffering,

else, something nonreligious.’*
marginalisation and precariousness are all things spiritual movements address and seek

to explain. But if the researcher thinks of religious movements as emerging out of crises

38 S. E. Hutchinson, ‘A Curse From God? Religious and Political Dimensions of the Post-1991 Rise of
Ethnic Violence in South Sudan’, The Journal of Modern African Studies, 39 (2001), 307-331; S. E.
Hutchinson, ‘Spiritual Fragments of an Unfinished War’, in Religion and Conflict in Sudan: Papers From
an International Conference At Yale, May 1999, ed. by Y. F. Hassan and R. Gray (Nairobi, 2002), 136-
161; C. Falge, ‘Countering Rupture: Young Nuer in New Religious Movements’, Sociologus, (2008),
169-195; C. Falge, The Global Nuer: Transnational Life-Worlds, Religious Movements and War (Kdln,
2015); J. Zink, Christianity and Catastrophe in South Sudan: Civil War, Migration, and the Rise of Dinka
Anglicanism (Waco, 2018).

3 D. M. Anderson and D. H. Johnson, ‘Revealing Prophets’, in Revealing Prophets: Prophecy in Eastern
African History, ed. by D. M. Anderson and D. H. Johnson (London, 1995), 13.

40 Johnson, Nuer Prophets, ix.

41 R. Marshall, Political Spiritualities: The Pentecostal Revolution in Nigeria (Chicago, 2009), 18.
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and understands them as an antidote—a ‘strategy’ or a local ‘coping mechanism’ of
confused but ‘resilient” communities—he is already approaching the subject with a set of
assumptions about the nature of religious action and truth that the people he studies
clearly do not share. The point is lucidly brought home by Barber’s reminder that the
notion ‘that gods are made by men, not men by gods, is a sociological truism. It belongs
very obviously to a detached and critical tradition of thought incompatible with faith in
these gods.’*? The implication of this observation, as Marshall adds, is that ‘religious
change is not merely the sign or the effect of change in other domains of human practice,

but constitutes rather, in and of itself, a mode of historical and political transformation.’*

Building both on Marshall’s critique and Johnson’s approach to the historiography of
Nuer religion, this thesis aims to situate the Nuer Messianic Jewish movement in a
historical context and examine it as a meaningful political arena in and of itself.
Understanding a movement that has from its very beginning been engaged in a critique
of secular power, ‘government’ and the modern state as a means through which people
sought to access state power, ‘modernity’ or urban lifestyles is obviously a non-starter.
Understanding it as a response to ‘crisis’ tells us very little of its historicity and internal
logic. The movement has to be understood on its own terms. As a product of the frontier
and the opportunities it offered to engage with new resources and ideas, this thesis argues,
Messianism emerged as an avenue for political action and community making that is not
immediately associated with either the practices, institutions or moral sphere of
‘government’ and ‘the state’, or the imagined sphere of ‘Nuer tradition’ and rural life. As
such, in this thesis I hope to contribute not only to the study of Christianity in South Sudan
and Gambella but also to the wider scholarship on the role of faith in political life in post-

colonial Africa.
Divine authenticity and the making of communities
As the above suggests, this thesis is primarily concerned not with religion and state power

or ‘development’—fields of study that have attracted considerable attention in recent

years—but with religion as politics, or better, religious practices, materials and

42 K. Barber, ‘How Man Makes God in West Africa: Yoruba Attitudes Towards the “orisa™, Africa, 51
(1981), 724.
43 Marshall, Political Spiritualities, 34.
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argumentation as the producers of new publics and communities. The state and
‘development’ are certainly part of the story the following chapters tell, but it is not from
their perspective that the story is approached or told, nor could it be. The concern here is
with the emergence of ‘religious imagined communities,” as Meyer refers to them,**
drawing on Anderson’s work on nationalism.*> Like Hirschkind, who shows how the
circulation of cassette sermons produces Islamic ‘counter-publics’ in Egypt, I am
interested in the way religious practices and argumentation produce spaces ‘of communal
reflexivity and action’ that are not primarily geared toward engagement with the state but
rather often centre on its critique.*® These spaces are therefore ‘political’ in the sense
Arendt ascribes to this term, referring to the interaction between human beings in the
public realm: the ‘web of human relationships which exists wherever men live together.’*
It is through these interactions that communities and subjectivities are negotiated and
shaped, and thus history—*‘the storybook of mankind, with many actors and speakers and

yet without any tangible authors’—is created.*®

Central to the evolution and proliferation of Messianic groups in Gambella, to their
position as authoritative institutions and to their critique of both the modern state and
‘traditional’ Nuer life, were the debates they generated concerning the ‘truth’. As the
following chapters explore in greater detail, Messianic groups promised believers to live
their lives according to the ‘true religion’ and as part of the ‘true church’, where those
‘true’ rituals and laws sanctioned by God were followed. While Nuer Messianics, like
many other Protestants, were certainly preoccupied with the individual believer as an
active agent who seeks a personal and sincere relationship with God,* they were less

concerned with pursuing immateriality or purging any form of mediation or ritual.’® The

4 B. Meyer, ‘Going and Making Public: Pentecostalism as Public Religion in Ghana’, in Christianity and
Public Culture in Africa, ed. by H. Englund (Athens, 2011), 149-166; B. Meyer and A. Moors,
‘Introduction’, in Religion, Media, and the Public Sphere, ed. by B. Meyer and A. Moors (Bloomington,
2006), 1-25.

4 B. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London,
2006).

46 C. Hirschkind, The Ethical Soundscape: Cassette Sermons and Islamic Counterpublics (New York,
2006), 8.

47 H. Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago, 1958), 184.

8 Ibid.

4 W. Keane, Christian Moderns: Freedom and Fetish in the Mission Encounter (Berkeley, 2007). As
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main drive of their faith was identifying those practices, institutions, and aesthetics that
had an indexical (natural and causal) relationship with divine history and intent. What
rendered these authentic was ‘their perceived fidelity to the pristine Jewish form of

Christianity practiced in biblical times,!

and therefore their loyalty to God’s plan for
humanity. This is what set them apart, from the Messianic point of view, from various
other institutions and practices that only purported to represent God or His truth but were,

in fact, artificial creations of humans.

This study traces the evolution of the Messianic pursuit of divine authenticity in the
particular context of the frontierlands’ shifting landscape of contingent encounters and
knowledge exchange. However, the history it narrates chimes with the observation of
several scholars that the recent emergence of born-again Christianity in Africa took place
not only in a context in which post-colonial states failed to provide citizens with social
services and security, but also one in which the role of the modern state as the producer
of authoritative historical narratives, identities and epistemologies, has been hollowed.
Post-colonial states, the Comaroffs write, ‘are quite literally associated with a counterfeit
modernity, a modernity of counterfeit. With fictitious documents, fake brand names,
pirated drugs and movies, and a range of other sorts of appropriated intellectual
property.’>2 But if the state in Africa has turned into an empty shell, a spectacle or a mere
fagade,’ and ‘modernity’, into an eroded promise or a game of mimicry in which value

is chronically uncertain,>* ¢

the impetus of born-again faiths is to reverse the impact of
relativism and the loss of authoritative meaning.”> Thus the centrality of divine truth in

born-again discourse and practice: truth promises to fix meaning and signification and

51'J. Dulin, ‘Messianic Judaism as a Mode of Christian Authenticity: Exploring the Grammar of
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restore a sense of epistemological certainty and moral coherence,’® even if this promise,

in fact, never fully materialises.>’

Tracing such a quest for truth in the frontierlands and identifying how it transformed
social dynamics and local notions of authority, necessitates rethinking what ‘religion’ is
in the first place. Asad famously argued that the notion of ‘religion’ being a discernible
‘transhistorical and transcultural phenomenon’ that is primarily concerned with one’s
‘inner belief” is a product of European Christian thought.’® We cannot assume that we
know what ‘religion’ or ‘Christianity’ are but need to interrogate their manifestations in
any particular context and the practices and materials through which they are articulated.
As Meyer suggests, there is a need to both historicise the emergence of born-again
Christianity as ‘public religion’ in Africa, and ‘approach the public sphere from a praxis-
oriented, rather than normative, perspective that explores how religious publics actually
come into being through shared images, texts, sounds, and styles of binding.”>® This
proposition reflects a broader ‘material turn’ in the study of religion, which stresses the
value of thinking about religious life through its physical manifestations.® While the
scholarly interest in the materiality of religion has largely been the domain of
anthropologists, this thesis draws on this literature in its effort to analyse the changing
social and political role of faith through the prism of people’s engagement with various

media.

In this regard, although this is the first study of Nuer Messianic Judaism, by looking at

the role of religious authorities, media and institutions in shaping the nature of communal
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Engelke, ‘Material Religion’, in The Cambridge Companion to Religious Studies, ed. by R. A. Orsi
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life, it builds on and complements earlier works on Nuer society in significant ways.
Johnson’s history of Nuer prophets emphasises the central role these figures played in
creating and maintaining what he calls a ‘moral community’. Through their relationship
with spirits, prophets articulated shared histories and political agendas, curbed the
hazardous influence of evil spirits and offered peace, protection, fertility and life. They
brought people together, and it was precisely this claim for political authority that led the
colonial government to violently suppress them.! Particularly since the 1970s, however,
prophets have gradually (but never entirely) lost this role to Christianity. As we shall see,
for a growing number of Nuer, churches came to serve as the centre of communal life,
important providers of authoritative historical narratives and moral guidance, and the
ultimate avenues for personal and communal communication with God. Ironically, even
those Nuer who continued to follow the teachings of prophets did so in ways that

increasingly drew on Protestant practices and aesthetics.

At the same time, this thesis also draws on Hutchinson’s work in its concern with the
religious media through which social relationships are forged and communities are
sustained. Underlying Hutchinson’s historical ethnography is the idea of a community as
‘a set of mediated relationships that combine complex symbolic and material concerns.’
Her analysis focuses on the main ‘social media Nuer have used over the years in
developing interpersonal relations among themselves as well as with the broader social

world of which they formed part.’ %

Drawing on Evans-Pritchard’s work, Hutchinson
argues that the most important media used to articulate social bonds were blood (riem),
cattle (yook), and food (mieth). All three had some spiritual significance, as we shall see,
in the sense that they also shaped people’s relationship with God. However, over the years
and under the influence of encounters with the state, the value of these media was
transformed, especially due to the impact of new media such as money (yiow), guns
(maac), and paper (waragak). This thesis draws on Hutchinson’s observations and
evaluates how born-again Christianity has influenced the way relationships and
communal identities were configured, by redefining the value of human blood, cattle,

food, as well as other things people used to relate to one another and to God, including

written, invoked, sung or spoken words.

6l Johnson, Nuer Prophets, 329.
2 Hutchinson, Nuer Dilemmas, 54.

37



From born-again Christianity to Messianic Judaism

To better understand the Messianic concern with authenticity, we need to consider what
Messianic Judaism is, and what sets it apart from other forms of born-again Christianity.
Over the past two decades, African Pentecostal-charismatic churches (PCCs) have
attracted considerable scholarly attention—more than any other form of Christianity in
Africa. However, the common position, implicit or explicit in much of the scholarship,
that in Africa, these churches should be regarded as ‘synonymous with born-again
Christianity’ is highly problematic.® It disregards a great number of churches that do not
fall neatly within the Pentecostal category but also do not belong to the alternative
categories Africanists often deploy, such as ‘African independent churches’ (AICs) or
‘mainline mission churches’. Consequently, it obscures various inner-Christian dynamics
between groups that may all too easily be mistaken as representing more or less the same
thing. The genealogy of Gambella’s Messianic groups is discussed in detail in the
following chapters, and different debates between them and other Protestant churches
feature throughout this thesis. What I want to do here is situate them within the broader

landscape of born-again Christianity and Judaising movements in Africa.

The label ‘born-again’ refers very broadly to Christian movements that emphasise the
importance of conversion and the acceptance of Jesus as a personal saviour. This is a
common theme in Evangelical Protestant churches, along with the emphasis on spreading
the gospel and encouraging the conversion of others.®* More than a strict theological
category, in everyday language ‘born-again’ is a designation members of such
movements use to describe themselves, indicating that they started a new life in Christ
and aspire to live a life of devotion. Many new African movements whose members
identify as ‘born-again’ are indeed Pentecostal, in the sense that they subscribe to

renewalist theologies that emphasise experiential spirituality, healing and the power of

M. Lindhardt, ‘Introduction: Presence and Impact of Pentecostal/charismatic Christianity in Africa’, in
Pentecostalism in Africa: Presence and Impact of Pneumatic Christianity in Postcolonial Societies, ed.
by M. Lindhardt (Leiden, 2015), 1.

%4 On the definition of ‘Evangelical’, see: P. Freston, Evangelicals and Politics in Asia, Africa and Latin
America (Cambridge, 2001), 2; J. Robbins, ‘The Globalization of Pentecostal and Charismatic
Christianity’, Annual Review of Anthropology, 33 (2004), 120; M. Hutchinson and J. Wolffe, 4 Short
History of Global Evangelicalism (Cambridge, 2012), 1-24.
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the Holy Spirit.®> Some, the Seventh-day Adventist Church and Gambella’s Messianic
groups among them, are not. While these groups, too, are Evangelical Protestant and put
a great emphasis on conversion, their roots can be traced not to early twentieth century
American Pentecostalism (which grew out of the Holiness movement and Methodism),

but to the American Adventist movement of the nineteenth century.®¢

Although, as we shall see, Adventists and Messianics in Gambella (as perhaps elsewhere)
have been influenced by the theologies and practices of Pentecostal churches, their
orientation can be described as more fundamentalist: they tend to be concerned with
‘doctrinal purity’, reject the ecstatic worshipping style of Pentecostals, and pay closer
attention to the study of the Scriptures and the observance of biblical laws.®” While
Pentecostals tend to focus on spiritual healing and (not always) prosperity in this world,
the theologies of Adventists and Messianics, while not dismissive of the benevolent
power of the Holy Spirit, tend to put greater emphasis on the apocalypse, the Second
Coming of Christ , salvation, and the Millennial Kingdom. Much of the scholarship on
Christian mediation in Africa has focused on Pentecostalism, where the ultimate
barometer for divine truth is often a certain experience of sensory ‘heat’ and spontaneity
associated with the presence of the Holy Spirit. One way this thesis aims to contribute to
the literature in this field is by focusing on Evangelical Protestants who are not
Pentecostal and reject the emphasis on experiential spirituality, and by asking how they
evaluate different experiences and materials and seek divine authenticity. The way
Messianics relate to the Word of God plays an important role in this context, a theme

further explored in the following chapters.

Another thing that makes Gambella’s Messianics unique is that they are ‘Zionists’. This
is a label whose use is fraught with confusion, not only when it comes to Christianity in
Africa. There is no single definition for the term. Any attempt to tie it down to a specific
theological tradition risks obscuring its multiple histories and meanings. In this study, it

is used to refer to Evangelical movements whose theology requires unhindered support

%5 On defining Pentecostalism, see A. Anderson, ‘Varieties, Taxonomies, and Definitions’, in Studying
Global Pentecostalism: Theories and Methods, ed. by A. Anderson, M. Bergunder et al. (Berkeley,
2010).

% See the discussion in Chapter 2.

7 On the distinction between fundamentalism and Pentecostalism, which are often confused, see V.
Crapanzano, Serving the Word: Literalism in America From the Pulpit to the Bench (New York, 2000),
41-4.
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and love for the Jewish people and the modern state of Israel, as a Jewish state. In other
words: groups that support the modern Zionist national and political movement (itself, of
course, not formed of a single unified voice), but do so for spiritual reasons. Some of the
African independent churches that emerged in southern Africa in the early twentieth
century are known as ‘Zionist’ as well, the largest and most famous being the Zion
Christian Church. The label in this context comes from a restorationist American
movement founded in the late nineteenth century.®® This is not the same brand of

Christian Zionism with which this thesis is concerned.®’

The Christian Zionism this thesis deals with is often associated with the American
eschatological tradition of premillennial dispensationalism that emerged in the mid-
nineteenth century.’”? Key theologians of this movement understood the Jewish people to
be the subject of biblical prophesies, thus implying that the return of the Jews to the Land
of Israel is a prerequisite for Christ’s return.”! This association of Christian Zionism with
dispensationalism can be problematic, because some dispensationalists were not Zionists,
while many Christian Zionists were or are not dispensationalist.”? In any case, salient in
Evangelical Zionist thought, regardless of its roots, is its rejection of what Zionists call
‘replacement theology’: the Christian notion that the Jews have lost their significance as
God’s chosen after rejecting the messiahship of Jesus. Close reading of the Bible, Zionists
claim, indicates that God’s covenant with the people of Israel is still very much valid.
Therefore, the Jews have a special role to play in bringing about the Millennial Kingdom
and whoever ‘blesses’ them shall be rewarded with divine blessings (Genesis 12:3). One
reason that this theology is significant for questions of materiality and authenticity is that

it distinguishes certain biological genealogies from others—upholding a clear distinction

8 B. G. M. Sundkler, Bantu Prophets in South Africa (London, 2018 [1961]), 47-50. And see also: J.
Comaroff, Body of Power, Spirit of Resistance: The Culture and History of a South African People
(Chicago, 1985).

% However, on the place of John Alexander Dowie (founder of the Christian Catholic Apostolic Church
in Zion, US, out of which emerged the South African churches) in American Pentecostal Zionism, see J.
Williams, ‘The Pentecostalization of Christian Zionism’, Church History, 84 (2015), 159-194. It should
nonetheless be noted that some of the South African Zionist churches also came to adopt Zionist beliefs
in the sense the term is used here. See Y. Gidron, Israel in Africa: Security, Migration, Interstate Politics
(London, 2020), 106-8.

70 On dispensationalism, see the discussion of premillennialism in Chapter 5.

"L'S. Spector, Evangelicals and Israel: The Story of American Christian Zionism (2009); Y. Ariel, An
Unusual Relationship: Evangelical Christians and Jews (New York, 2013).

2 M. C. Westbrook, The International Christian Embassy, Jerusalem and Renewalist Zionism: Emerging
Jewish-Christian Ethnonationalism, PhD thesis (Drew University, 2014).
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between Jews and gentiles—and thus extends the quest for divine truth to the realms of

human blood, bodies, race and descent.

This brings us to another controversial movement: Messianic Judaism. What is
commonly known today as ‘Messianic Judaism’ emerged in the US in the 1970s, as a
movement comprising of individuals of Jewish origin (‘ethnic Jews’) who accepted the
messiahship of Jesus and sought to evangelise others.”® Since then, this movement has
evolved into a diffuse confederation of congregations and organisations, mainly but not
only operating in the US. Messianic Jews commonly adhere to Evangelical Zionist
doctrines, but they also follow a range of Jewish practices and customs, thus allowing
their members to retain their Jewish identity. While they are primarily interested in
evangelising Jews, Messianic Jewish congregations in the US have attracted considerable
numbers of curious Evangelical Zionist ‘gentiles’ in recent decades.” These are often
called ‘Messianic gentiles’.”®> Thus, because the fascination of Evangelical Zionists with
the Jewish people often draws them close to Messianics, the border between Messianic
Judaism and Evangelical Zionism can be rather murky. In Africa, the term ‘Messianic
Jews’ (or simply, ‘Messianics’) is often applied rather liberally and refers to Christian
groups, whose members do not necessarily have any Jewish background, but ‘have

adopted elements of the Jewish religion while maintaining the worship of Jesus Christ.””®

The religious groups explored in this thesis emerged out of an Evangelical Zionist church
but increasingly came to associate themselves with the Messianic Jewish movement.
Another frontier this thesis explores, therefore, is that between African Evangelical
Christianity and African Judaising movements. Scholars have documented a proliferation
in Judaising identities in Africa in recent decades. In the past, African Judaism was almost
exclusively associated with the Beta Israel of Ethiopia, a community that has been the

subject of an immense body of scholarship.”” Since the immigration of this community

3 C. Harris-Shapiro, Messianic Judaism: A Rabbi’s Journey Through Religious Change in America
(Boston, 1999). On the evolution of the movement and its deeper roots in nineteenth century missions to
the Jews in Europe and the US, see: Y. Ariel, Evangelizing the Chosen People: Missions to the Jews in
America, 1880-2000 (Chapel Hill, 2000).

74 H. Kaell, ‘Born-Again Seeking: Explaining the Gentile Majority in Messianic Judaism’, Religion, 45
(2015), 42-65; P. A. Power, ‘Blurring the Boundaries: American Messianic Jews and Gentiles’, Nova
Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions, 15 (2011), 69-91.

3 Dulin, ‘Messianic Judaism’.

76 W. F. S. Miles, ‘Who is a Jew (in Africa)? Definitional and Ethical Considerations in the Study of Sub-
Saharan Jewry and Judaism’, The Journal of the Middle East and Africa, 10 (2019), 9.

7 See the overview in Gidron, Israel in Africa, 125-30.
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to Israel during the 1980s and 1990s, however, numerous other groups claiming Jewish
or Israelite identity of some sort or another have emerged across the African continent,
from Lemba groups in Zimbabwe and various Igbo ones in Nigeria, to smaller
communities in Cameroon, Ghana, Mali, Kenya, Uganda and Cote d’Ivoire.’® Despite the
fact that this trend took place in parallel with the rise of born-again Christianity, the
scholarship on African Judaising groups has so far remained entirely divorced from the
growing body of historical and ethnographic literature on Christianity in Africa. Partly,
this appears to be because the recent interest in this topic came almost exclusively from

students of Judaism, rather than Africanists.”

While Miles has rightfully argued that the ‘phenomenon of Black African Jews and sub-
Saharan Judaism ought to be considered through a comparative religious studies lens as
New Religious Movements,’®® beyond his own brief comment on the issue, there is little
work that does that. This is particularly striking given the fact that it is widely
acknowledged that many African Judaising groups have emerged out of born-again
Christian ones. It is not only the comparative approach that is missing, therefore, but the
recognition that the emergence of African Judaising movements and the spread of born-
again Christianity are interlinked. By tracing the history of the emergence of Messianic
movements and claims of Israelite ancestry among eastern Nuer communities, this thesis
aims to demonstrate that at least in the Nuer case, Judaising groups have been one natural
outgrowth of the spread of born-again Christianity. As further discussed in Chapter 3, in
Gambella, it was the quest for biblical authenticity set in motion by Protestant Christianity
in general and Seventh-day Adventism in particular that gradually drew believers to

Evangelical Zionism and Messianic Judaism.

8 The main monographs and edited collections in this field include: E. Bruder, The Black Jews of Afiica:
History, Religion, Identity (Oxford, 2008); E. Bruder and T. Parfitt, African Zion: Studies in Black
Judaism (Newcastle upon Tyne, 2012); T. Parfitt, Black Jews in Africa and the Americas (Cambridge,
2013); W. F. S. Miles, Afro-Jewish Encounters: From Timbuktu to the Indian Ocean and Beyond
(Princeton, 2014); D. Lis, W. F. S. Miles, and T. Parfitt, eds. In the Shadow of Moses: New Jewish
Movements in Africa and the Diaspora (Los Angeles, 2016); N. P. Devir, New Children of Israel:
Emerging Jewish Communities in an Era of Globalization (Salt Lake City, 2017).

7 The literature on the Beta Israel of Ethiopia is an exception. Known historians of Ethiopia wrote about
them. For example: R. Pankhurst, ‘The Falashas, or Judaic Ethiopians, in Their Christian Ethiopian
Setting’, African Affairs, 91 (1992), 567-582.

80 W. F. S. Miles, ‘African Judaism and New Religious Movements: Repainting the “White House” of
Judaism’, in In the Shadow of Moses: New Jewish Movements in Africa and the Diaspora, ed. by D. Lis,
W. F. S. Miles, and T. Parfitt (Los Angeles, 2016), 11.

42



Studying Newland

The region this study deals with has long stimulated a productive dialogue between
anthropologists and historians. The methodology and sources of this thesis, too, straddle
the borderlands between these disciplines. This thesis draws primarily on ethnographic
research conducted in Newland between November 2018 and August 2019. This period
of ‘fieldwork’ followed two shorter visits to Gambella region in September 2015 and
July—August 2017, during which I also travelled to villages outside Gambella town,
something I was unable to do later for security reasons. Before and after my research in
Gambella, I spent several weeks in Kampala (December 2017, September 2019) with
Nuer refugees, following up on issues I studied in Gambella, and in Addis Ababa (March
and October 2018), mainly making use of the library resources of the Institute of
Ethiopian Studies, which include unpublished theses and Ethiopian publications. In the
UK, documents in the Sudan Archive in Durham (SAD) were useful for triangulating
some of the information I gathered in Gambella, particularly with regard to the colonial

period.

As is common for foreign researchers in Ethiopia, my permission to reside and conduct
research in the country was provided through the Institute of Ethiopian Studies in Addis
Ababa University, where I was a visiting researcher. I travelled to Gambella with a letter
(debdabé, an Amharic word I learned quickly) from the Institute, which I presented at the
offices of the local government and municipality. I was then issued another letter that
granted me permission to conduct research in gebellé 01, that is, in Newland. I carried
this letter with me at all times and was often asked to present it to officials. Peripheral as
it is, Gambella is a politically sensitive border area, with a long history of inter-communal
violence, displacement, land-grabbing and foreign interventions. Since the beginning of
the civil war in South Sudan in late 2013, Nuer in the area have been associated the armed
opposition, which also maintained its headquarters on the South Sudanese side of the
border next to Gambella. My status as a foreign historian studying ‘Nuer culture’ and
‘tradition’ (imagined as entirely apolitical issues) reassured local authorities that I was

not there to deal with explosive issues.

Shortly after arriving in Newland I rented a small room in a compound of a Lou family,

with relatives scattered across rural Gambella and South Sudan, refugee camps and the
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US. Family members came and went on a regular basis and the compound was always
bustling with women and children cooking, playing, and studying. It offered a useful
glimpse into the multiple networks within which Newland was situated. The compound
was located in a relatively central and dense area of Newland. A short walk through a
narrow and often flooded path between tin fences led to the main street, where one could
find several small restaurants, teashops and tiny grocery stores. Just across the fence, in
the neighbouring compound, was ‘Newland Cinema’: a large structure made of wood and
plastic sheets (distributed by the UN in the refugee camps and resold in the market in
Gambella) with a TV that broadcasted a mixture of American and Asian action films,
football matches, and some Nigerian music videos. My mornings often started to the
sounds of ‘Time to Party’ by Nigerian pop star Flavour, as Newland came to life and the

youths running the ‘cinema’ began heating up their amplifiers.

Figure 2. Fixing the compound’s fence.

But if ‘“Time to Party’ signalled that a new day began, it was rarely clear what exactly I
should be doing with this day or what it will bring. My initial interest in Newland emerged
because of its position as a peri-urban space situated at the edge of the state (or, to return
to the illustration used earlier, at the end of the road). I wanted to explore how political

communities are forged in such a peripheral yet globally connected frontier setting.
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Churches emerged as the focus of my research because of their remarkable omnipresence
in all aspects of daily life in the neighbourhood. But my interest in the public sphere and
communal life meant that I had no intention to fully immerse myself in the operations of
any single church and mute the cultural ‘noise’ of everyday life.®! The longer I stayed in
Gambella the more confident I was that it was impossible understand people’s interest in

t,82

a certain church without taking into account what they do outside it,° and how they relate

to their surroundings or engage in the critique of the practices of other religious groups.

My inquiries therefore proceeded in multiple directions which did not always appear
immediately linked to each other, and this thesis draws on a wide range of materials. In
general, I spent as much time as possible ‘hanging out’ with a few groups of (mostly
young male) interlocutors and friends. Some of the social circles I interacted with
regularly were centred around churches, but not all of them. I also conducted dozens of
more formal interviews with local ‘elders’, church leaders and youths. These usually
revolved around people’s life histories, with special attention dedicated to questions of
church affiliation, migration and citizenship. Several elders helped shedding light on
Newland’s history and the evolution of the Presbyterian Church. A series of life history
interviews with leaders of newer Protestant groups helped reconstruct the dynamics
behind the proliferation of churches in Gambella since the 1990s. Another set of
interviews with Messianic leaders and youths allowed me to reconstruct the history of the
movement, its schisms, and the personal circumstances that ignited people’s interest in it.
When possible and relevant, I met with people more than once. Particularly in the case of

Messianics, interviews often led to, or emerged from, longer friendships.

Language was a challenge. Although the formal working language of government offices
in Gambella was Ambharic (a language I did not formally study), life in Newland generally
took place in Nuer. I started studying Nuer during my visit to Gambella in 2017 and
continued throughout my fieldwork, but Gambella town’s peri-urban environment was
not always conducive to studying the language. English was the formal language of
teaching in Ethiopian higher education institutions. Many men in Newland were able to

converse in it better than I was able to converse in Nuer. This was, in fact, a charged

81 Ferguson, Expectations of Modernity, 18, 207-33.
82 See also, N. Roberts, To be Cared for: The Power of Conversion and Foreignness of Belonging in an
Indian Slum (Oakland, 2016), 4.
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matter because Nuer in Gambella were perfectly aware that their kin elsewhere in East
Africa spoke English much better than them—yet another sign of their abjection and
marginality. Nuer who lived in urban areas in South Sudan, Khartoum or Cairo in the past
often spoke Arabic, which I was also able to speak in relative comfort. With a few youths
(none of whom Messianic) who previously spent time in Israel, I was also able to speak
Hebrew. All this allowed me a considerable degree of independence but inevitably slowed

down my progress in Nuer.

Figure 3. Dippo Road, leading through Newland to Gambella University.

Most formal interviews I conducted were in English. A few were in a mixture of Arabic
with English or Hebrew. When interviewing in Nuer, Buay Tut, who also taught me Nuer,
joined as a translator. Most interviews were recorded and later transcribed. Formal
interviews, however, were remarkably difficult to coordinate in an environment in which
people’s plans were constantly changing, and I gradually found ways to engage in more
spontaneous yet meaningful forms of interaction and observation. In addition to
interviews, I spent about a month observing the local ‘customary authorities’ arbitrating
disputes in the gebellé. Since cases were rarely scheduled in advance, this necessitated
showing up at the gebellé every day and hoping that there would be something to observe.

I collected all church hymnals used in Newland (see Chapter 4) as well as various locally
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produced or consumed Christian tracts and books (see also Chapter 3), which all proved
useful materials after I left Gambella. Studying the Nuer language, I translated songs,
from locally produced gospel music through pop and hip-hop to Nuer ‘classics’ like the

songs of Gordon Koang. Some of these appear in the thesis.

Like most people in Newland, I attended church events and services on a regular basis.
When I began my research in Gambella, I did not have a specific church in mind which I
wanted to follow. I was only vaguely familiar with Gambella’s Messianic movement: |
knew it existed from earlier visits, but not much more than that. As already noted, nothing
has been written about it, so there was no literature that could help me understand the
religious scene I was about to enter. My focus on a group of Messianic churches, and of
them, on one church in particular, emerged gradually, but even as I focused on
Messianics, I never stopped exploring life in Newland and Gambella more broadly and
the practices and doctrines of other religious groups. Ultimately, my closest companions
were either Adventists or Messianics, and I spent most of my time in their churches and
in particular, the Church of God. However, following a Sabbatarian movement also meant
that I was often able to attend Sunday services in other Protestant churches that I followed

less closely, sometimes alone and sometimes with other acquaintances and friends.

For multiple reasons, my access to female interlocutors and social circles was limited.
For a start, there were hardly any women in leadership positions in churches or the local
administration, which already meant that women were less likely to volunteer to engage
with me. Women were also less likely to speak English or Arabic, the more ‘urban’
languages. In Messianic churches, men and women sat separately, women were not
allowed to talk, and when people sat together outside to chat and eat, they divided into
groups according to age and gender. I nonetheless learned a great deal through more
casual interactions: in the female dominated compound where I lived, with families of
friends, before or after church services, when working in the church compound or sitting
in Newland’s (women-run) tea shops. This helped counter the fact that otherwise my main
interlocutors were male. Going over my notes, I often contemplated how I could approach
female Messianics more constructively in my planned follow up visit to Newland, but
this was put off due to the COVID-19 crisis. I cannot claim to provide a detailed critique

of the gendered dimensions of the Nuer Messianic movement. This can certainly be the
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subject of another study. However, conscious of the fact that my interactions in Gambella

were biased, I do refer to these dimensions where appropriate.

A ran-Itheruel in Gambella’s Zion District

It would be misleading, however, to present ‘fieldwork’ as merely comprising of a set of
technical methods for gathering information. Most of my knowledge was gained not
through formal methods for ‘data collection’ but from daily interactions with a wide range
of individuals, and from the confusion and ambiguities that often accompanied these
encounters. Historians using ethnographic methods benefit from a unique privilege: they
interact with other humans. As Donham reminds us, ‘documents rarely rise up and hit one
over the head’, but the conscious effort that ‘fieldwork’ entails ‘to learn from one’s
mistakes in interacting with people’, does.®*> Being hit over the head is useful. As Tsing
writes, the interaction between the researcher and his subject creates a productive
‘conceptual space’ and cannot be reduced to the ‘neat dichotomy’ between two very
different positions or cultures.* It was in this space—the space created when the people
I met in Newland and I tried to make sense of our encounter—that the ideas presented in

this thesis started to evolve.

Of all things that I was in Gambella (a white unmarried man, a PhD student, a vegan) one
was particularly influential in the context of this research: I was a ran-Itheruel (‘a man of
Israel’) and a ran-ji-Juudh (‘a man of the Jewish people’). In an environment where, as
we shall see, biblical narratives were omnipresent and Christian knowledge was a valued
commodity, constantly shared and debated, this association raised all sorts of questions
and expectations.® Thus, while I struggled to conduct interviews on my own terms, I did
find myself constantly interrogate by others about Judaism, the Bible, Israel, Jesus and
his descendants (many people assumed that I would be familiar with these, an assumption
that makes perfect sense given the Nuer practice of lineage memorisation), the laws of

the Torah, the end times, and so on. Rather than despair, I gradually understood that I

8 Donham, Marxist Modern, xxiii.

8 A. L. Tsing, In the Realm of the Diamond Queen: Marginality in an Out-of-the-way Place (1993), 22.

85 Interestingly, whether or not a ran-Itheruel should be considered as a white man (kaway, from the
Arabic khawaja) was moot. Although many people who did not know me referred to me, either in front of
me or behind my back, as a kaway, 1 was also often told that ‘Israelites’ or Jews do not fall within this
category. My acquaintances and host family often corrected foreigners who referred to me as a kaway:
‘He is not a kaway, he is a ran-Itheruel!’
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should let my research be guided by the local circuits of Christian knowledge exchange
and argumentation, of which I inevitably became a part. I tried to learn both from the sort
of information people sought to gain from me, as well as the information they hoped I

will gain from them.

From the vantage point of Messianics in Gambella, the Jewish world comprised of two
groups: Messianic Jews, who were Evangelical Christians like them that obeyed the laws
of the Torah, and Orthodox Jews, who were descendants of the biblical Israelites, obeyed
the laws of the Torah but did not accept Jesus as their Messiah. As far as most Messianics
in Gambella were concerned, I was an ‘Orthodox’ (a label that I am unlikely to be
associated with anywhere else in the world). This meant that I was in a slightly better
position than most Christians, but still somewhat ‘confused’ or ‘lost” because I failed to
believe in Jesus. Some Seventh-day Adventists in Newland applied considerable pressure
on me to convert and be baptised (see Chapter 3). Messianics were less preoccupied with
this, however, to some extent because the Zionist theologies to which they adhered
predicted that some intransigent Israelites will only accept Jesus during the Second
Coming. Some of my Messianic friends expressed their hope that I will become a

Messianic, but they did not pressure me to do so.

‘Fieldwork’ mong Evangelical Christians often makes researchers uncomfortable.
Hutchinson, reflecting on her experiences in southern Sudan in the early 1990s, did not
try to conceal her sense of discomfort with the rise of Christianity among eastern Nuer
and the awkward position she found herself at, being asked to pray or comment on
Christian ethics or practices of polygyny or drinking: ‘Discussions such as these—in
which I found myself in the highly ironic position of advocating Nuer marriage practices
to local Christian evangelists who assumed, more often than not, that Euro-American
practices were inherently superior—usually depressed me.’8¢ Perhaps unsurprisingly,
scholars working on Nuer society more recently found it more convenient to write on

prophets and their followers, rather than on Christianity.?” Falge, who conducted research

86 Hutchinson, Nuer Dilemmas, 327, 337-8.

87'S. E. Hutchinson and N. R. Pendle, ‘Violence, Legitimacy, and Prophecy: Nuer Struggles With
Uncertainty in South Sudan’, American Ethnologist, 42 (2015), 415-430; E. Hashimoto, ‘Prophecy and
Experience: Dynamics of Nuer Religious Thought in Postindependence South Sudan’, Nilo-Ethiopian
Studies, 22 (2017), 1-14; N. R. Pendle, ‘Politics, Prophets and Armed Mobilizations: Competition and
Continuity Over Registers of Authority in South Sudan’s Conflicts’, Journal of Eastern African Studies,
14 (2020), 43-62.
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in Gambella in the early 2000s, explained Nuer conversion to Christianity as an attempt
to be seen as ‘civilised’ and ‘advanced’. In response to this attitude and as part of her
study, she also supported the establishment of a ‘traditionalist” movement that followed
the teachings of the late Nuer prophet Ngundeng Bong (see Chapter 2) and encouraged

its members not to let their ‘culture be swallowed by America!’8®

Sudan has had its unique religious dynamics, in which foreign Christians were explicitly
associated with specific actors and political agendas. But there is more behind the
uncomfortable relationship between Western ‘fieldworkers’ and Christianity. ‘Neither
real others nor real comrades,” as Robbins writes ‘Christians wherever they are found
make anthropologists recoil by unsettling the fundamental schemes by which the
discipline organizes the world into the familiar and the foreign.’® It is this sense of
infringement, I think, combined with the association of Evangelical Christianity with
conservative right-wing politics, that has often led scholars either to ignore or not to take
seriously people’s religious practices and instead interpret them through a functionalist
lens as ‘coping mechanisms’. Such explanations, after all, can make Western scholars
feel better about the stories they tell. They repackage the unpleasant ‘scandal’ of
fundamentalism as admirable indigenous resistance and ‘resilience’.”® They also do not
rely on a great deal of observation of, or participation in, Christian worshipping—
activities that may make some scholars feel uncomfortable.”! However, such approaches

are also painfully etic and radically inattentive to people’s concerns.

Although I did not share many of their views and beliefs, I decided not to feel
uncomfortable among Messianics in Gambella and I would like to think that they were
not uncomfortable with my presence as well. I did not pretend to be a Messianic or a
Christian. It was very clear that I was an ‘Orthodox Jew’ (in the sense this label was
understood there) or at least, one type of ‘Orthodox’ out of many. Some groups were

certainly more open to my participation than others, but I was always welcomed to join

88 Falge, The Global Nuer, 245.

8 J. Robbins, ‘What is a Christian? Notes Toward an Anthropology of Christianity’, Religion, 33 (2003),
193. See also, F. Cannell, ‘Introduction’, in The Anthropology of Christianity, ed. by F. Cannell (2006),
1-50.

0T am drawing here on Ferguson’s critique of anthropologies of African mimicry and modernity:
Ferguson, Global Shadows, 155-75.

oL E. Keller, The Road to Clarity: Seventh-day Adventism in Madagascar (New York, 2005), 41; 1. Van
Wyk, The Universal Church of the Kingdom of God in South Africa: A Church of Strangers (Cambridge,
2014), 30-4.
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services not only among Messianics but in any church in Gambella. Of Gambella’s two
main Messianic groups—the Congregation of Yahweh and the Church of God—I ended
up spending most of my time with the Church of God because, for various reasons, I
developed closer ties with a broader range of its members. That I was not a Messianic
myself certainly left me in the position of a visitor, but after all, there were many ‘lost
souls’ in Newland who were yet to come to know the truth, and I was, in some way or

another, one of them.

This brings me back to the experience of being ‘hit over the head’. Given my identity as
a ran-Itheruel, many people in Newland viewed my insistence not to preach and not to
try to persuade others to convert to Judaism as not only bizarre but ungrateful. If the Jews
have long had a close relationship with God, why have they not come to Africa to preach
His truth? And if they have a genuinely good reason to believe that Jesus was not the
Messiah, why not share the information with others? Unlike Islam and Christianity, which
both played a central political role in Sudanese and Ethiopian history, Judaism, for
various reasons, is not a proselytising faith.”?> I was poorly equipped to answer such
questions. I tried to be frank, and, based on my basic knowledge of Jewish theology,
usually said that Jews did not think that other people have any obligation to believe what
they do or follow the same laws. But this was clearly a disappointing response, and
arguably not a response at all. In Newland’s circuits of Christian knowledge exchange, I
was a peculiar node. But coping with this peculiarity and sensing how others coped with

it was an illuminating experience.

Thesis outline

History unfolds chronologically, in the only direction the strict regime of time allows it.
This is also most commonly how it is told by historians, more often than not to the tempo
of grand political transformations like regime changes, coups, revolutions, wars and
peace agreements.”® But this is not necessarily how it is experienced. In an attempt to stay

close to the texture and tunes of daily life in Gambella, I decided to follow Hutchinson’s

92 However, on the longer history of debates around this issue, see I. Sassoon, Conflicting Attitudes to
Conversion in Judaism, Past and Present (Cambridge, 2017).

%3 This is particularly evident in mainstream Ethiopian historiography in which the norm has become to
periodise works according to the country’s political transformations.
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example and build this study around several entangled historical processes which are
explored here as parallel threads of a rather open-ended story rather than a chronology.
Each of the six chapters of this thesis is organised around a specific set of encounters,
institutions, ideas, materials or practices that evolved in the frontierlands over the past
century. They all cover roughly the same period of time, but greater attention is paid, in
each chapter, to more recent decades (1990s—2010s), in which the Messianic Movement

took shape and form.

The thesis opens with the history of Newland, which I use to explore, more broadly, the
experience of encountering the state frontier in the periphery. Newland has long been a
place people go to in order to seek modern education and links with the outside world.
The chapter highlights the centrality of the quest for knowledge at the frontier but also
the salient sense of ambivalence towards the ideas of ‘modernity’ and ‘development’,
which manifested itself in the local association of urban lifestyles and sophistication with
trickery and manipulation. Chapter 2 deals with the institutional history of Nuer
Christianity and examines how various interconnections that were made possible through
people’s movement across the frontierlands contributed to the development of churches
and the circulation of Christian knowledge. It starts in the early twentieth century with
the coming of missionaries to southern Sudan but then explores the introduction of
Seventh-day Adventism in the 1970s and the consequent emergence of Messianic groups
out of the Adventist church since the 1990s. The chapter demonstrates how claims of
biblical authenticity (that is, of being the true church) fuelled schisms and institutional

fragmentation.

The third chapter focuses on people’s spiritual journeys and the evolution of local
Christian literacy practices. It traces the process through which the Christian Word of
God came to serve as a guide for distinguishing and navigating between divinely created
institutions, practices and laws, and human-made ones. As opposed to earlier scholarship
that primarily associated conversion to Christianity in the region with utilitarian interests,
this chapter highlights the centrality of engagement with texts and doctrinal debates in
shaping the local Christian landscape. The centrality of verbal forms in religious life also
features in Chapter 4, which deals with the history of Nuer Protestant hymnody and
explains how and why various Nuer Christian groups came to adopt different musical

styles and aesthetics. It shows how different musical styles were grounded in different
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understandings of the way the divine is made present and different views of the
sensibilities and dispositions a born-again must cultivate, but also how these styles and
aesthetics constantly evolved and were the subject of an ongoing conversation and debate

between Christians.

The final two chapters turn to the place of the human body in divine order and truth. The
fifth chapter of the thesis explores how the growing focus on human blood rather than
cattle in the articulation of kinship ties in Nuer society resonated with Evangelical Zionist
theologies that construct Israelite and gentile identities as inalienable and primordial, and
how this impacted the way Nuer Messianics imagined their own ‘true’ identity and place
in history—as ‘lost’ Israelites or descendants of Cush. In Chapter 6 we turn to the
relationship between Messianic Judaism and ‘Nuer customary law’. The chapter traces
the uncomfortable process through which the spiritual significance of cattle has declined
and instead, under born-again Christian doctrines, the individual human (body and soul)
emerged as the prime means of communicating with God. However, this did not mean
that all Nuer ‘traditions’ relating to cattle were castigated or deemed satanic. Cattle in its
desacralised form was still used by Messianics for bridewealth payments, and they
insisted that their marriage practices were not only the most loyal to Nuer ‘tradition’ but

also biblically authentic.
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Chapter 1

Welcome to Newland: Trickery and embarrassment at the frontier

The literal meaning of the Nuer word for town (rek, pl. rék) is ‘fence’ or ‘enclosure’.
Before the term came to refer to modern cities it was used to refer to the zara 'ib (Arabic,
sing. zariba), the fenced military posts that were established in southern Sudan during the
Turco-Egyptian administration, in the nineteenth century, and were often taken over, in
the early twentieth century, by the British.! Gambella town did not emerge out of a zariba,
like many towns in South Sudan, but it did grow out of a colonial post: a British
commercial enclave that was established in Ethiopian territory in the early twentieth
century for the purpose of regulating the trade between Ethiopia and Sudan. And like
South Sudanese towns, at least for eastern Nuer communities, Gambella came to represent
‘a frontier of knowledge and enterprise’:? a commercial and gradually also administrative
hub that not only represented the ‘government’ (kume) but attracted people from rural

areas who sought to engage with it, acquire useful skills and access new resources.

Newland emerged as an informal settlement just outside the ‘fence’ of Gambella, decades
after the town was originally established. The main force driving its formation and
development was people’s quest for modern education. Soldiers, ‘chiefs’, cattle traders
and government workers were the first to interact with, and then settle in, the town, but
they were followed, from the 1970s, by growing numbers of students and later, whole
families. Ultimately, over the past two decades, this marginal neighbourhood turned into
a remarkably important node within global Nuer networks that spread across the region
and the globe, reaching as far as Australia and Canada. This democratisation of the urban
frontier in the distant periphery increasingly brought the supposedly distinct orders of the
rural and the urban closer together, turning the town into a village just as much as it was

turning the villagers into globally connected urbanites, and rendering Newland a place

U'C. H. Stigand, 4 Nuer-English Vocabulary (Cambridge, 1923), 26. On the zarad'ib, see also D. H.
Johnson, ‘Recruitment and Entrapment in Private Slave Armies: The Structure of the Zard’Ib in the
Southern Sudan’, Slavery and Abolition, 13 (1992), 162-173; J. W. Burton, ‘When the North Winds
Blow: A Note on Small Towns and Social Transformation in the Nilotic Sudan’, African Studies Review,
31 (1988), 49-60.

2 C. Leonardi, Dealing with Government in South Sudan: Histories of Chiefship, Community & State
(London, 2013), 154.
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that is ironically both globally connected and yet remarkably marginalised. Part of what
this chapter aims to do is trace the vertiginous experience of living ‘in-between’ the
‘village’ and the ‘town’, in a peripheral peri-urban space in which, as we shall see,

‘transnational integration’ is simultaneously experienced as exclusion and abjection.’

The limited literature about Gambella has little to say about Newland. Life in peri-urban
spaces, especially in peripheral areas like Gambella, are not usually the subject of
scholarly interrogation.* This chapter represents the first scholarly attempt to reconstruct
Newland’s history. It is a valuable undertaking, because of all places in the Ethiopian-
South Sudanese frontierlands, it is this marginal settlement that epitomises the encounter
between those Nuer communities that inhabited the region or have expanded into it during
the twentieth century, the state that came to govern it, and the seemingly universal
promises of ‘development’ and ‘modernity’. It is a place that attracted people who sought
to engage with the state—to benefit from its services, to seek its protection, to enjoy its
limited infrastructure and use it in order to reach out to the world beyond the borders of
their community—but at the same time kept a cautious distance from its influence and
continuously reshaped or even defied its formal institutions and policies according to their
community’s interests and needs. As such, while Newland is a concrete space, the
experiences and influences it represents are not. It is studied here as a settlement of
historical significance in and of itself, but also as a metonym for a wider set of encounters

and a broader process of cultural change.

The first sections of the chapter are dedicated to tracing the emergence of Gambella town
and Newland. Then, it sets to explore the experience of inhabiting this space. In particular,
it aims to demonstrate how marginality and abjection—experiences of being unable to
keep up with the real or imagined material and intellectual ‘progress’ existing
elsewhere—have fostered a sense of epistemological uncertainty in the frontierlands.
Central to this uncertainty has been Newland’s position as a peripheral frontier of
knowledge: On the one hand, it has long been a place where people go to pursue education

as a means of socio-economic improvement; On the other hand, urban wisdom and

3 B. Weiss, Street Dreams and Hip Hop Barbershops: Global Fantasy in Urban Tanzania (Bloomington,
2009), 25; Ferguson, Expectations of Modernity.

4 T. Trefon, ‘Hinges and Fringes: Conceptualising the Prei-Urban in Central Africa’, in Afiican Cities:
Competing Claims on Urban Spaces, ed. by F. Locatelli and P. Nugent (Leiden, 2009), 19.
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embeddedness in the sphere of the ‘government’ have been associated with trickery and
deception. The consequence of these sentiments for those living ‘in-between’ was
pervasive epistemological uncertainty, similar to that described by Archambault in
Mozambique: ‘a deep sense that truth is elusive and that all is not what it seems.’> These
local anxieties surrounding deception and trickery are explored here through discussion
of Newland’s practices of consumption and self-fashioning and popular notions of what

it means to be a proper urbanite.

From a ‘corridor of death’ to a site of encounter

Historians and anthropologists have often described the escarpments along Gambella’s
eastern edge as a natural barrier, one that has separated the Semitic-speaking peoples of
the Abyssinian highlands from the Nilo-Saharan speakers of the Sudanese lowlands.
Some networks of long-distance trade traversed this barrier, connecting the highlands
with the Nile Valley.® But the kingdoms that ruled the Ethiopian highlands for centuries
rarely extended their influence beyond the plateaus and into the surrounding lowlands,
whose climate and topography were not conducive to the form of settled agriculture and
military colonisation upon which the politics and economics of Abyssinian statehood was
based.” As Donham writes, escarpments ‘were the first feature that tended to define the
boundaries of human interaction systems in Abyssinia.’® Evans-Pritchard described the
foothills of the Ethiopian escarpment as a ‘corridor of death’ infested with malaria and
tsetse flies that kept Abyssinian rulers and Nuer communities at a distance.” Collins, a
historian of Sudan, even suggested that it would have been wiser if Ethiopia’s
international border had been drawn along the escarpment, leaving Gambella inside

Sudan.'?

5J. S. Archambault, Mobile Secrets: Youth, Intimacy, and the Politics of Pretense in Mozambique
(Chicago, 2017), 15.

¢ E. Kurimoto, ‘Trade Relations Between Western Ethiopia and the Nile Valley During the Nineteenth
Century’, Journal of Ethiopian Studies, 28 (1995), 53-68.

7 Fana, The Political Economy, 81-83.

§D. L. Donham, ‘Old Abyssinia and the New Ethiopian Empire: Themes in Social History’, in The
Southern Marches of Imperial Ethiopia: Essays in History and Social Anthropology, ed. by D. L.
Donham and W. James (Oxford, 1986), 19.

9 Evans-Pritchard, The Nuer, 133.

10 R. O. Collins, Shadows in the Grass: Britain in the Southern Sudan, 1918-1956 (New Haven; London,
1983), 366.

56



Yet, Gambella has long represented a boundary just as much as it was a dynamic frontier
where interconnections between increasingly far-flung actors were forged. The region
came into the focus of the Ethiopian state in the nineteenth century, when colonial
conquests instigated a diplomatic competition over its political fate. The Ethiopian empire
expanded into the western highlands overlooking Gambella from the 1880s,!! and
following the British occupation of the Sudan (1898), negotiations began on the
demarcation of an Ethio-Sudanese boundary.!? These culminated in 1902 with a bilateral
treaty that placed the Sobat inside Sudan, left most Anuak in Ethiopia and most Nuer on
the Sudanese side of the international border, and granted the British the right to establish
a commercial post and a railway station on the Ethiopian side of the border, along the
Baro.!? Ttang, a small Anuak village, was initially considered as a site for this enclave,
but it was eventually established further east and closer to the highlands, in 1905.'* Thus
came into being the Gambella enclave. The dream of connecting the region to East Africa

by rail never materialised.

The small British post in Gambella was situated on the northern side of the Baro and west
of the Jejebe (or, Japjap, among Nuer) river. Since the Baro was only navigable during
the rainy season, roughly between June and November, there was no way to reach the
enclave from Sudan (or conduct any trade using steamers) during the dry season. Basic
trails connected Gambella to the highlands, but not roads.!> Initially, a British customs
inspector was stationed in the enclave and it was administered under the Sudan Customs
Department, but in 1921 Upper Nile Province assumed responsibility of the post.! A
British District Commissioner, who had no administrative control outside the boundaries
of the small enclave, was stationed in Gambella, accompanied by a small number of

Sudan government staff. Some Anuak communities resided along the Baro, inside and

''W. Terrefe, ‘The Unification of Ethiopia (1880-1935): Willdga’, Journal of Ethiopian Studies, 6
(1968), 73-86; A. Minale, Foundation and Development of Gore Town: 1883-1970, Master’s thesis
(Addis Ababa University, 1987).

12 Marcus, ‘Ethio-British Negotiations’; Bahru, Relations Between Ethiopia.

13 E. Ullendorff, ‘The Anglo-Ethiopian Treaty of 1902, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African
Studies, University of London, 30 (1967), 641-654.

14 7. Bahru, ‘An Overview and Assessment of Gambella Trade (1904-1935)’, The International Journal
of African Historical Studies, 20 (1987), 79-80.

15 H. Tewodros, Gambella: A History of Integration of the Periphery (1902-1992), MA thesis (Addis
Ababa University, 2004), 16.

16 Collins, Shadows in the Grass, 370-371; J. K. Maurice, ‘The Gambeila Enclave’, in The Upper Nile
Province Handbook: A Report on Peoples and Government in the Southern Sudan, 1931, ed. by D. H.
Johnson and C. A. Willis (Oxford, 1995), 321-329.
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around the enclave, and their leaders developed a close relationship with the British
administration. Oromo often served as porters, and most merchants were Greek. Coffee,
beeswax and rubber were exported into Sudan; cotton and salt, imported into Ethiopia.

At least until the 1940s, there were no Nuer permanently living in Gambella town.!”

This is not to say that eastern Nuer were disconnected from the Abyssinian economic and
political networks traversing the region. Gaa-jak and to a lesser extent Gaa-jiok
communities living along the borderlands interacted with Abyssinian troops and Oromo
leaders and merchants at least from the late nineteenth century, and occasionally
assimilated individuals from the highlands into their communities.!® From the second
decade of the twentieth century, they became increasingly active in the trade of rifles,
which they obtained from Oromo and Abyssinian merchants mostly in exchange for
ivory, and sold to other Nilotic communities or used against neighbouring Anuak. While
rival Abyssinian and Oromo leaders, as opposed to the British administrators on the other
side of the frontier, were not interested in imposing any form of administrative control on
local Nuer, they did seek Nuer cooperation and support for economic and political
benefits. For example, Khojali al-Hassan, the ruler of Assosa, sought to attract Nuer
support in his rivalry with Jote Tulla, the Oromo leader of Gidami. For this purpose, he
repeatedly invited Nuer to Assosa and sent some to Addis Ababa, trips from which they

returned with gifts such as cattle, guns and mules.!”

Such interactions led to the incorporation of new skills, ideas and objects into Nuer life—
the value of guns and knowledge of foreign languages (Amharic and Oromo) being
perhaps the most obvious and influential examples. They also resulted in the emergence
of a new type of community leaders (kuar, sing. kuddr) whose influence and power rested
not so much on their hereditary claims or spiritual significance but on their central role
as entrepreneurial intermediaries linking their own communities with a host of new,

foreign and obscure institutions and actors. Mut Dung—a ‘man of cattle’ (wut yook) of

17 John Winder, Gambella from May to November 1936 (From the fall of Addis Ababa to the arrival of
Italians at the Post), SAD 104/17/1-4; Bahru, Relations Between Ethiopia..

18 Stringham suggests that Oromo and possibly other Muslim individuals were assimilated by Eastern
Jikdny communities after traveling to the Sobat with Abyssinian troops. See Stringham, Marking Nuer
Histories, 212, 220.

19 D. H. Johnson, ‘On the Nilotic Frontier: Imperial Ethiopia in the Southern Sudan, 1898-1936’, in The
Southern Marches of Imperial Ethiopia: Essays in History and Social Anthropology, ed. by D. L.
Donham and W. James (Oxford, 1986), 228-229.
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Cieng Thian Kaang (Gaa-jak) from Baar who is primarily remembered among eastern
Nuer today as the man who allegedly took down a British plane using a club or a spear—
gained his authority mainly by cultivating ties with, and usefully exploiting the rivalry
between, Khojali and Jote, for his own and his community’s benefit. Further east, it is
said that Koryom Tut—a man of the Cieng Thiang Tar (Gaa-jak) who was granted the
Ethiopian imperial title of a fitawrari—rose to prominence due to his central role in the

ivory-for-rifles trade in the borderlands.?’

For a short period, the Italians also joined the competition over the borderlands and their
peoples. After taking Addis Ababa in May 1936, Italian troops proceeded west, reaching
Gambella in December. The British enclave was surrounded in advance by barbed wire
and armed reinforcement (Upper Nile Province policemen and Sudan Defence Forces
soldiers) was sent from Sudan.?! Nonetheless, no fighting took place when the Italians
arrived in Gambella. The British were initially allowed to maintain their presence in the
enclave, while the Italian military settled on the eastern side of Japjap river, an area
previously occupied by local Anuak and a few Abyssinian officials. As war between Italy
and Britain loomed, however, the Italians, too, hoped to buy the loyalty of the
borderlands’ Nuer in order to uproot British influence in this area. ‘Involved in a war with
the English,” noted with a great deal of naivety Major Colacino, in charge of the Italian
forces in Gambella, ‘we should have the sympathy of a quarter of a million Nuer on our

frontier to safely advance into enemy territory.

The Second World War and the kume of the buny

Eastern Nuer commonly trace their relationship with the Ethiopian state to a mythical
meeting between the famous Nuer prophet Ngundeng Bong (Dunden Boy) and a group of
‘highlanders’ in the late nineteenth century, which took place in the lands of the Lou
Nuer. The group of Ethiopian visitors is commonly described today by Nuer as led by no
other than Emperor Haile Selassie. Historians, however, suggest it was a contingent of

Ethiopian soldiers who were making their way from the highlands as they tried to reach

20 On both figures, see: Ibid., 228-231; D. H. Johnson, ‘On Disciples and Magicians the Diversification of
Divinity Among the Nuer During the Colonial Era’, Journal of religion in Africa, (1992), 2-22;
Stringham, Marking Nuer Histories, 219-245.

2l John Winder to W.H. Haslam, 13 August 1936, SAD 541/12/1-3; Collins, Shadows in the Grass, 383.
22 Quoted in Ibid., 386.
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Fashoda in 1898, under the leadership of ras Tesemma. In any case, during this meeting,
Ngundeng gave the hungry travellers a cow, and prophesised that one day Nuer would be
reciprocated by them and enjoy shelter and protection in Ethiopia.?* Since members of
the Ethiopian delegation bowed down before Ngundeng, they were called buny (to bend
or kneel down, in Nuer)—a word used until today by Nuer both as a noun, to refer to
‘highlanders’ in general, and as an adjective, to describe anything as Ethiopian, including
the government or lands of the country. This mythical meeting notwithstanding, it was
only after the Second World War that the Ethiopian government established any
meaningful presence in Gambella region and came to be seen, by local Nuer communities

at least, as the kume responsible for its people.

Histories of Gambella’s development tend to gloss over the Second World War as a
moment that had little implications for the region beyond the simple fact that it was
transferred back to Ethiopian hands after a short Italian interlude. This is not how this
period is remembered locally. When war between Britain and Italy was formally declared
in June 1940, the British were ordered to evacuate the enclave in Gambella. Within days,
Italian troops proceeded along the Baro and occupied the British border post in Jikow
(Gaa-jak area) as well.?* British officials in Upper Nile Province were concerned about
the possibility of an Italian offensive on the region and viewed the Baro salient as a
particularly vulnerable point.?> They reinforced Upper Nile’s local police forces and
tasked them with collecting information about the Italians and patrolling the border,?® and
turned two steamers into gunboats to patrol the Sobat and Pibor rivers.?” When forces of
the King’s African Rifles reached Upper Nile in late 1940, the local police escorted them
as they moved east to occupy Gambella. The campaign took place in the dry season of
1941, and Gambella town was ‘liberated’ in late March that year, with the additional

support of troops from the Belgian Congo.?

23 Johnson, *On the Nilotic Frontier’, 242-4; Dereje, Playing Different Games, 175-7.

24 C.L. Armstrong, untitled report on Italian incursions into Kassala and Upper Nile Province, 15 June
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Many Eastern Jikény are familiar with these events and describe them today as the war
of Jak Duan and Kuey Biel against the Italians. Jak Nguan was the Nuer nickname of H.
A. Romilly, District Commissioner of Eastern Nuer District. Kuey Biel was the Nuer
nickname of G. S. Renny, the Assistant District Commissioner. As the most senior
administrative staff in the area both men were formally made officers in the Sudan
Auxiliary Defence Force after the outbreak of the war, in order to lead the newly recruited
local police forces.”? Not only were some Nuer involved in the fighting while
accompanying these two men, but in the months prior to the reoccupation of Gambella,
clashes, involving aerial bombardments, took place between the Italians and the Upper
Nile Police around Jikow, forcing local communities in the area to flee for safety.*
Several policemen died in the course of these clashes, including Deng Duol, a Gaa-jak
‘chief” of Cieng Chany and an intermediary of Romilly and Renny, who drowned while

helping the troops cross the river.*!

Interestingly, several elders I interviewed also portrayed these events as the historical
moment in which Nuer established their claim over Gambella town, and it certainly seems
that it was only at this point that the town entered the collective memory of local Nuer
communities in a fairly graphic way. A small hill at the northern outskirts of Gambella
town is known until today, at least among local Nuer, as Pdm Cuol Joak (Chuol Joak
Mountain). Today, Chuol Joak is often said to have been an assistant of Romilly. Some
credit him with advising Romilly to wait for the support of Congolese troops before
attempting to occupy Gambella town.?? Earlier accounts suggest that he may have been
fighting for the Italians during the Second World War.** According to one well known
story, Romilly used to eat human flash (or according to some accounts, just uncooked

meat),>* and after Chuol caught him eating a human one day in the forest, Romilly decided

2% Temporary commission in the Sudan Auxiliary Defence Force for Romilly, SAD 331/28/3; Morrison,
The Upper Nile, 6. On both nicknames, see the list compiled by Douglas H. Johnson in the 1970s: ‘D.C.’s
‘Bull Names’ and Nick-Names’, SAD 541/4/10-11. Romilly appears in this list as ‘Janwan’.

30 ‘Summary of operations of Upper Nile Police’, n.d., SAD 624/3/29-34; Moyse-Bartlett, The King’s
African Rifles: A Study in the Military History of East and Central Africa, 1890-1945, 533.

3! Interview with Nyawech Jok, 7 March 2019; H. A. Romilly, note in pocket diary from 23 January
1941, SAD 331/23/9; Morrison, The Upper Nile, 11.

32 Notes, 09 May 2019 (conversation with Gaa-jak elder in gebellé 01, Newland).

33 See the song recorded by Svoboda in the 1970s: T. Svoboda, Cleaned the Crocodile’s Teeth: Nuer
Song (Greenfield Center, 1985), 31.

34 The origin of this myth is not entirely clear. Nonetheless, Romilly was certainly fond of hunting, and is
also said to have been known as ‘the hyena’ among the Italians.
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to kill Chuol. He chased him—according to some current accounts, using a GPS or a

plane—and eventually killed him on the small hill which now bears his name.

One of the myths about how Gambella got its name also takes place around the same
historical moment in which Nuer arrived with the British to Gambella town and defeated
the Italians. The following narrative was provided by a Gaa-jak elder who said that he
was born after the events took place. As he was recounting the story to me, he was

pointing towards the direction in which each event took place:

Once, before Italy... it [Gambella] was called Pény. That small place of the
Bdir [Anuak] there, it was called Pény. That’s it. When the people fought,
[when] the British came, they came to defeat the Italians. They came with the
Nuer to the edge [of town] there, to fight Italy, to defeat them. When they
defeated them, they call it Gdam-bel, because the grain [bel, usually referring
to corn or sorghum] was not enough [gdm, also commonly translated as
‘half’]. [...] Kuey Biel [Renny] was here, he came to this area, and the people
of Jak Nguan [Romilly] came together, and Chuol Joak was killed on that hill
there, and then Buay Nyel was killed in this direction, in the direction of
Japjap, this side. Buay Nyel was a man of Italy, he came to this side because
Jak Nguan used to eat people there. Jack Nguan and Kuey Biel stayed in that
side together with Chuol Joak.™

Although the British formally controlled only an enclave in Gambella, Nuer often claim
today that until the Second World War, British rule extended all the way from Japjap
River in Gambella town to the international border, and that only after the War and the
defeat of the Italians was Gambella formally transferred to Ethiopian hands. The
Ethiopian government’s control of the region is therefore described not only as recent but
also rather coincidental and somewhat fleeting. This is how Jok Kier Jal, another Gaa-jak
elder and one of Newland’s most respected custodians of Nuer history, described the

consequences of the Second World War, as we were sitting outside his hut not far from

Japjap:

35 Interview with Gatluak Yang, 26 November 2018. For other versions of the myth about how Gambella
got its name, see also Dereje, Playing Different Games, 177-78. The story about Chuol Joak, largely
along the same lines, was recounted to me by several other young and old Nuer.
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After the Second World War, there was a division. There was a demarcation.
That is, the British stood up at Japjap river. Do you see this Japjap river? It is
known as British side. [...] Where we are now [Newland], this is the Ethiopian
side. [...] British side means Sudan, there was Sudan Council in that place. So
again, there is a big division of the land. [...] From Japjap to Jikow river, it
was considered as Ethiopian land after the division. Because there were Arabs,
Sudanese Arabs, on the Sudanese side. The British did not want to take out
Gambella from Ethiopia because they were sure that Arabs will attack the
Nuer people and Anuak together. [...] Great land became Ethiopia. Because
British did not want Arab administration to enter into this land. [...] That was
the reason only, there was no other reason. Otherwise, the land belongs to

South Sudan.

[...] It was done purposely by British government and Haile Selassie
government, to protect black people from Arab killers. There is nothing so-
called Ethiopian land or South Sudanese land. The land of Gambella, all of it
belongs to South Sudan. But purposely, by the king of Ethiopia and queen
Elizabeth, they made it purposely to protect Black person, by Ethiopian
government. And then the government of British and the USA have to have a
way to enter... like by 1969, up to 1970—there were Israelites who came to
Gambella because they wanted to help South Sudanese with guns. They took
some South Sudanese to Israel and trained them, as soldiers. Then they were
trained and returned and then... aid, arms and ammunitions were supplied to
South Sudan, through Gambella. If this was not done by British, where can
the Israel come? Israel cannot come to this land. It could have been Arab land

up to now.*°

From the British perspective, the importance of the Gambella enclave declined as the end
of colonial rule in Sudan approached. Gambella’s trade did not return to its pre-war scale,
mainly because new roads in the highlands allowed for the export of commodities from
Ethiopia into Sudan through Kurmuk more efficiently.’” Nonetheless, after regaining

control of the country, the Ethiopian government, did show greater interest in

36 Interview with Jok Kier, 29 November 2018. Jok refers here to the Israeli support to the Anya-Nya
movement during Sudan’s first civil war. See Y. Gidron, “One People, One Struggle”: Anya-Nya
Propaganda and the Israeli Mossad in Southern Sudan, 1969-1971, Journal of Eastern African Studies,
12 (2018), 428-453.

37 Collins, Shadows in the Grass, 404.
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consolidating its hold of its westernmost outpost as part of the broader effort to integrate
its peripheral provinces.*® In 1946, Gambella region became a separate awraja under the
[llubabor Governorate. The awraja was divided into six weredas and Gambella town was
its administrative centre. In the following years, the number of ‘highlander’ government
employees and military personnel residing in the small town grew and various

government ministries began to establish a symbolic, limited presence in Gambella.*

In Addis Ababa and other emerging centres, this was the ‘golden age of Ethiopian urban
society’, driven by the expansion of the bureaucratic state and the education system and
the emergence of a new Ethiopian middle class.*’ In the distant periphery—still not
connected by a permanent road to any town in the surrounding highlands and largely
insignificant commercially—Gambella town enjoyed a somewhat faded and broken
reflection of these developments. A primary school was first established in the town in
the 1940s, for the children of government employees and soldiers. This school later
developed into Ras Gobena, which operates until today at Newland’s edge.*! During the
1950s, Ethiopian Airlines started flying to Gambella, and radiotelegraph and postal
services were expanded.*? The first photo-studio was also opened in the town sometime
in the mid-1950s, allowing people to produce family photographs and images for
government documents without travelling to Gore.** By the late 1960s, however,

Gambella town was still not much larger than a few streets.

The expansion of the national bureaucracy nonetheless created at least some opportunities
for Nuer from rural areas. As part of the process of administrative consolidation, by the
late 1950s, there was an attempt to register ‘chiefs’ under each wereda. These were
awarded formal imperial titles (gesi-azmach, gra-azmach, dej-azmach, and balambaras),
invited to Addis Ababa (where they were often presented with gifts and clothes), and

tasked with tax collection.** Indeed, oral histories suggest that the first Nuer to settle in

38 Markakis, Ethiopia, 114-16.

3 Tewodros, Gambella, 39.
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the studio, 24 November 2018.

4 Tewodros, Gambella, 38-47.
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Gambella town also did so around that time. They were often tabacni (soldiers), some of
whom were consequently recognised by the Ethiopian government as ‘chiefs’ or became
the imperial representatives of their communities. Few Nuer today can recall the official
imperial titles of such ‘leaders’ (or, kuar) and it is likely that very few Nuer were using
these Ambharic titles at the time as well. Elders commonly say today that during these

days, the days of Haile Selassie, there was ‘little government’ in Gambella.

Figure 4. Gambella town, aerial view, April 1967 (detail from a photograph
from the collection of the Ethiopian Mapping Agency).*

Newland and the democratisation of the urban frontier

If until the 1970s access to the urban frontier and the resources and knowledge it promised
was the privilege of a small group of entrepreneurial intermediaries, in the following
decades, growing numbers of Nuer effectively made Gambella town their home. Newland

epitomised this process, but there is little documentary evidence concerning its

45 Ethiopian Mapping Agency (Addis Ababa), aerial photographs, 1967, frame 30188.
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emergence and development. As an informal settlement in a marginalised peripheral
town, local authorities had little interest or capacity to regulate or document its growth.
Newland always grew much quicker than the formal maps or plans of Gambella town.
Neither was Newland’s history an issue that the neighbourhood’s residents were
preoccupied with recounting or commemorating regularly. In fact, most young people
insisted they know nothing about it. If the ‘village” was the place of the past and the ‘city’
was the place of the future, Newland, as its name suggested, was always a place of the
present—an interstitial space lacking any independent history that was worth recounting.
However, by piecing together the life histories of some of the neighbourhood’s older
residents and the wider events that shaped the region, it is possible to construct a broad

outline of the evolution of this place and the people it attracted.

Central to Newland’s growth throughout its history has been people’s quest for
government services, and in particular, modern education. Until 1959, when another
school was opened in Abobo town, Gambella town’s Ras Gobena was the only school in
the entire awraja and had a total enrolment of less than 100 students.*® By the mid-1960s,
the government began to subsidise the education of a small number of students, including
some from rural areas who were selected based on their grades and the recommendation
of their ‘chiefs’. They came to study in Gambella town and received an allowance to
purchase food and clothes.*’” Sudan’s first civil war (1963-1972) accelerated the
expansion of Gambella’s education services. By 1970, Gambella hosted some 20,000
Sudanese refugees, and UNHCR funded the establishment and renovation of clinics and
schools in the region, including in Gambella town.*® While a basic primary school was
opened by Presbyterian missionaries in Adura in the mid-1960s, and few additional
primary schools were later opened in Jikow and Akobo, by the 1960s Ethiopian and

Sudanese Nuer began to travel to Gambella town for education as well.

It was during the socialist regime that Gambella town began to expand dramatically, and

that Newland emerged. After the Derg came to power in 1974, there was an increase in

46 Tewodros, Gambella, 62-3.

47 Ibid., 63.; Interview with Wendemu.

48 UNHCR, ‘Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees’, 1 January 1972, A/8412,
available at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae68c7e8.html. Since refugees were not supposed to be
settled near the border, Nuer areas like Jikow and Akobo did not benefit from these opportunities directly.
See: Tewodros, Gambella, 64-5.
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the number of Nuer and Anuak holding government positions,* and, more importantly,
access to education expanded dramatically. For many years, the only high school in
Gambella awraja remained in Gambella town. Sometime in the mid-1970s, Nuer students
who attended it settled at the outskirts of the town, beyond the Japjap river and the
neighbourhood known today as Arat Kilo. Along with students, patients who attended the
small clinic in Gambella also settled in the town. All were nominally temporary residents,
living at the edge of the ‘fence’ of Gambella, but they were gradually becoming part of
its expanding landscape. As generations of urbanising migrants would do after them, they
built their homes at the outskirts of town in an area that was still ‘a bush’ at the time.
They grew maize and prepared their own food, occasionally selling their family’s cattle
in the local market in order to fund their education and other expanses in the town. It was

this small informal settlement that became Newland.

Often credited with inventing the name Newland is a Lou Nuer student nicknamed
Tomorrow, who is said to have come to Gambella from South Sudan. ‘They called it
Newland because it was new,” I was told. ‘They were the ones who established it.”>° Some
Anuak and ‘highlanders’ have apparently also heard of Tomorrow, and some of them
even credit him with being the first Nuer to settle in Gambella town or with ‘establishing’
Newland.’! Nuer elders I interviewed in Gambella dismissed this claim, arguing that it
was not him alone who started the neighbourhood but rather, a group of students, and that
these students were not the first Nuer to settle in Gambella town but rather, that they
joined those Nuer students, kuar and other ‘people of the government” who were already
living in the town earlier. These disputed historical narratives, of course, should be
viewed as part of the wider conflict between Nuer and Anuak communities over who
‘owns’ the territories in which Gambella town was established, much like the insistence

of each group that the name Gambella originated from its language.

While Nuer elders are probably right to argue that there were Nuer residing in the town
before the 1970s, it is also important to recognise that the emergence of Newland brought

about a qualitative change in the way Nuer communities viewed Gambella town: it was

49 By the end of the 1970s, Gambella’s six weredas all had ‘indigenous’ governors, and two deputy
awraja administration posts were created, one of which was occupied by a Nuer, Joshua Delual, and one
by an Anuak, Philip Opiu. Tewodros, Gambella, 94-5; Dereje, Playing Different Games, 136.

50 Interview, Pastor Matthew (Evangelical Lutheran Church), 19 June 2019.

5! Interview with Wendemu; Dereje, Playing Different Games, 152.
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gradually turning from a foreign ‘enclosure’ into a space of which they too were
legitimate members, as a community. Evidently, by the early 1980s, there were already
enough Nuer residing in the town to justify the establishment of a new position of a Nuer
urban ‘customary’ authority: the sefer shum (or, ‘zone leader’). Sefer shums were men
chosen to arbitrate disputes between Nuer residents of the town according to Nuer
‘customary law’. ‘It was a pragmatic decision by the Nuer elders and the police,” Dereje
Feyissa writes, ‘when it became increasingly difficult to entirely and satisfactorily settle
Nuer disputes in the government courts because this entails competence in Nuer
culture.’>? Until then, Nuer who resided in town either turned to government courts or to

the ‘customary’ authorities in the village.

Further accelerating Gambella’s and Newland’s growth was Sudan’s second civil war,
which broke out in 1983. Throughout the 1980s, Gambella region became entangled in
broad geopolitical power struggles and Cold War rivalries. Reciprocating the Sudanese
government for the support it provided to Ethiopian rebels, the Derg supported the
southern Sudanese rebel group, the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA), and
allowed it to establish bases in Gambella.’® Nonetheless, the SPLA had a tense
relationship with local authorities in the region as well as with local Nuer and Anuak
communities.’* Meanwhile, hundreds of thousands of Sudanese refugees poured into
Ethiopia due to the violence in southern Sudan. Itang emerged as the world’s largest
refugee camp and became a major economic and political hub within the region.>> Further
complicating the situation in the region at the time were also the Derg’s forced
resettlement schemes: by 1985, more than 17,500 families of peasants from the highlands

were transferred to four sites in Gambella region, all in Anuak areas.>®

52 Dereje notes that the sefer shum was established in 1980. My interviewees dated the establishment of
this authority to the early 1980s, but I was never given a specific date. See F. Dereje, ‘Customary Dispute
Resolution Institutions: The Case of the Nuer of the Gambella Region’, in Grass-Roots Justice in
Ethiopia: The Contribution of Customary Dispute Resolution, ed. by A. Pankhurst and A. Getachew
(Addis Ababa, 2008), 133-154.

33 Regassa, War and Peace; Young, ‘Along Ethiopia’s Western Frontier’.

54'S. Manoeli, Narrative Battles: Competing Discourses and Diplomacies of Sudan’s “Southern
Problem”, 1961-1991, DPhil thesis (University of Oxford, 2017), 193-197.

55 UNICEF and Operation Lifeline Sudan, The Return to Southern Sudan of the Sudanese Refugees From
the Itang Camp, Gambela, Ethiopia (Nasir, 1991).

56 Relief and Rehabilitation Commission of the Government of Socialist Ethiopia, Review of Drought
Relief and Rehabilitation Activities for the Period Dec. 1984 — August, 1985 and 1986 Assistance
Requirements (Addis Ababa, October 1985).
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Gambella region’s rising geostrategic importance and the flow of aid naturally also
brought unprecedented attention to Gambella town, the administrative hub of the region.
For the first time, the Ethiopian state projected its presence into the region through the
construction of (relatively) grand infrastructural projects. A bridge over the Baro river
was built in 1980, and a new airport was opened outside the town. UNHCR established a
new compound in Gambella town in the early 1980s, to coordinate its operations in the
region. The students who resided in Newland were evicted to make space for this
compound, and were pushed further south, towards the Anuak village of Chenkuar.
Ironically, then, elders today recall that they were ‘displaced’ by none other than
UNHCR, and this led to the expansion of the neighbourhood into an area that came to be
known as Jonglei. This name, too, is said to refer to the wild and uninhabited nature of
the place at the time, as /éy in Nuer means wild animals. ‘There were animals in this area.
It was only forest and animals.’>” Jonglei, it should be noted, is also the name of the state
bordering Gambella in South Sudan, south of Upper Nile State, and thus also had a

specific exilic flavour.

Since there was no high school in Itang, some refugees were sent to study in Gambella.
Meanwhile, Nuer Ethiopians also registered as refugees and studied in the town, receiving
support from UNHCR, while local Nuer students in lower classes are said to have been
explicitly instructed to go to Itang, to be educated and receive their rations there as
refugees.’® Meanwhile, fighting between the SPLA and Anya-Nya II guerrillas in Nuer
areas along the border during the mid-1980s targeted and displaced Eastern Jikédny
communities. The Gaa-jak, in particular, were associated with the leadership of Anya-
Nya II, and therefore the movement’s guerrilla operations against SPLA troops were
answered by the SPLA with atrocities against Gaa-jak communities, presumably Anya-
Nya IT sympathisers.>® While many civilians sought shelter in Itang due to these attacks,
some also came to Gambella town and settled in Newland and its emerging extension,
Jonglei. Others passed through this neighbourhood for more prosaic reasons. One Nuer

elder who was a refugee in Itang, for instance, told me how he first came to the town in

57 Interview with Jok Kier, 21 April 2019.

58 Interview, James Duop, 2 May 2019. Corroborated by other elders in informal conversations (Notes, 21
November 2018).

3 P. A. Nyaba, The Politics of Liberation in South Sudan: An Insider’s View (Kampala, 1997), 48-51.
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the mid-1980s to use a phone: he wanted to talk to his brother who was studying in Addis
Ababa.®
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Map 3. Detail from a map produced by the Soviet Union for the Ethiopian government in

the mid-1980s showing Gambella town.!

If Newland flourished in the 1980s, the early 1990s saw its decline. Opposition to the
Derg in Gambella region emerged primarily among the Anuak, fuelled by grievances over
the allocation of their lands to Nuer refugees and government resettlement schemes. The
Anuak-dominated Gambella People’s Liberation Movement (GPLM) was established in
the mid-1980s and soon allied itself with other rebel groups fighting the Derg. When the
socialist regime collapsed in 1991, the GPLM took power in Gambella. The Derg’s fall
led to the mass evacuation of the refugee camp in Itang, whose residents hurried back
into Sudan. Most Nuer in Gambella town evacuated it as well, fleeing to rural areas or
southern Sudan; some of those who stayed behind in Gambella town and Itang were
targeted by GPLM militants.®? The Ethiopian Peoples’ Revolutionary Democratic Front
(EPRDF), the coalition that came to power following the Derg’s fall, established a new

system of ethnic federalism. Ethiopia was divided into nine federated states, of which

0 Notes, 21 November 2018.

6! Ethiopian Mapping Agency (Addis Ababa), detail from a map titled ‘Socialist Ethiopia, 1:50,000’,
series ETH4, sheets 0834D1 and 0834D3.
2 Dereje, Playing Different Games, 149-51.
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Gambella was one. Due to their association with the Derg, the GPLM excluded Nuer from
positions of power in the following years, and the region’s political landscape was

dominated by Anuak.

Global Newland and Ethiopia’s education boom

It was not long before Sudanese refugees started returning to Gambella in the early 1990s.
They were registered at a reception centre in Tharpam, near Itang, but sent to Dima and
Pugnido refugee camps, in southern Gambella region, far away from Gambella town or
any established Ethiopian Nuer community. In the following years, these two camps
replaced Itang as regional hubs, attracting Nuer and other South Sudanese communities
from the entire region as well as Ethiopian Nuer and Anuak. Meanwhile, with few
opportunities for education or government employment in Gambella, a growing number
of Nuer who were able to start studying in the 1980s in Gambella town or Itang found
ways to resume their education in Addis Ababa, as either citizens or refugees, and a small
community of Nuer students emerged in the Ethiopian capital. It was only in the late
1990s, following the gradual reincorporation of Nuer politicians into the local
government of Gambella, that Newland began to attract residents once again in significant

numbers.

A combination of intertwined factors led to the dramatic expansion of Newland since the
turn of the century. One was the aggressive expansion of Ethiopia’s education system,
which attracted people to the region and Gambella town. Another was the gradual
emergence of significant Nuer communities in the US, Canada and Australia, whose
members increasingly sought avenues to connect with relatives back in Ethiopia and
South Sudan. Nuer had been resettled in Western countries by the UN since the 1990s,
usually from refugee camps in Kenya and Ethiopia. Initially, contact with these distant
relatives could only be maintained through Addis Ababa, as very few individuals in
Gambella had a phone in the house and there were no money transfer agencies operating
in the region. But this has dramatically changed with the growing availability of mobile
phones and the emergence of numerous banks and money transfer agencies in Gambella
town and, later, even inside Newland. Instability, and, from 2013, civil war, in South

Sudan, once again turned Gambella into a place of refuge, further accelerating Newland’s
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rise as a key hub not only for Nuer communities from across the region, but from across

the globe.

The expansion in education opportunities in Gambella was perhaps the most evident
manifestation of the EPRDF’s developmentalist agenda in the region. Already before the
outbreak of civil war, it was not uncommon for eastern Nuer who graduated from schools
in South Sudan to try to access higher education in Ethiopia. That growing numbers of
students graduating from secondary or high schools in Ethiopia with good grades were
sent to public colleges and universities, with government support, created an incentive
for borderlands communities and refugees to graduate from high school in Ethiopia, as
citizens. After war broke out in South Sudan and spread to Malakal and eastern Upper
Nile State, hundreds of thousands of (primarily) Nuer refugees crossed into Ethiopia and
were hosted in refugee camps near Itang, Pugnido and Jewi, outside Gambella town.
Gradually, those with local relatives or the financial means to support themselves outside
the camp have been able to access Ethiopian IDs (see also Chapter 5), move freely and

settle as citizens, including in Newland.

Statistics in Gambella are notoriously unreliable but can nonetheless be telling. Between
2010 and 2017 the number of students identified as Nuer registered in Gambella region
in grades 11-12, rose from 380 to 2,833 (of which only about 11 percent were females).
The number of those studying in grades 9-10 grew from 4,224 to 9,804, while the number
of Nuer students in primary schools (grades 1-8) grew from 29,313 to 54,807 over the
same period.®* These figures should be taken with several pinches of salt. It was very
common for youths to register in schools only for the sake of taking their final exams and
getting a certificate, and not because they had any intention to attend classes on a regular
basis. One could pass the national exams after memorising the relevant study books,
which were widely available in the market, without going to classes at all. In fact, I was
told that many schools in the weredas were locked in a vicious cycle in which neither
students nor teachers bothered to attend them, each group claiming it does not attend

because the other is absent. The national exam, in turn, guaranteed access to the higher

3 Gambella Education Bureau, Education Statistics Annual Abstract 2003 EC (2010-2011 GC),
September 2011, 18; Gambella Education Bureau, Education Statistics Annual Abstract 2009 EC (2016-
2017 GC), December 2017, 23.
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education system in Ethiopia, possibly (depending on one’s grades) with government

support.

In 2014, Gambella University was opened at the site of an older agricultural college east
of Newland. Its students came from across Ethiopia, but a substantial number of them
were Oromo and Nuer. Previously, students from the region could only be sent to other
universities around the country. By 2019, there were already at least three additional
private colleges operating within Newland alone and offering degrees, as well as a host
of other smaller schools offering courses, primarily in English and literacy. All were
established by Nuer entrepreneurs, to cater for the growing numbers of youths seeking
educations in the fast-growing neighbourhood. The largest private college, Trinity
Lutheran, was established in 2016 by a local Nuer-led church with support from American
Evangelicals. It offered a degree in theology (for students on scholarships, selected by the
church), but also in several highly sought-after ‘secular’ fields such as human resources,
logistics and nursing. By 2019, it had an enrolment of around 500 students,’* which,
though all Ethiopians on paper, included a considerable number of Nuer from South
Sudan and former rebels. Some youths in Newland were even studying for more than one

degree at the same time.

Newland’s infrastructure was basic at best, but as the story of Trinity Lutheran College
suggests, much of its modest development was made possible through capital from
abroad. Many of the Newland’s residents were able to fund their stay in the town, their
education or their medical treatment, through remittances sent by relatives either in
neighbouring countries or in the US, Canada and Australia.%® The acquisition of land in
Newland and the construction of new houses (rarely much more than tin-roofed mud
structures covered with cement) was often funded by relatives in the diaspora, as was the
establishment of many of Newland’s small businesses: DSTV ‘cinemas’, restaurants,
pensions, grinding mills. Moreover, with Ethiopian Airlines flying regularly into
Gambella (twice a day at the time of my research), Newland also served as a convenient

meeting point and the ultimate portal to the region for Nuer from the diaspora—much

% Interview with Chuol Kun, Head of Trinity Lutheran College, 29 March 2019.

8 F. Carver and D. Ruach Guok, “No-One Can Stay Without Someone”: The Role of Transnational
Networks to the Lives and Livelihoods of the Nuer-Speaking Peoples of Gambella and South Sudan
(Nairobi, 2020).
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safer and more accessible than anywhere in South Sudan. In particular, young singles
(mostly, but not only, men) from the diaspora travelled to Gambella regularly to find

potential partners for marriage and negotiate with their families.

After the fall of the Derg and as the town expanded, Gambella town’s administrative
structure was revised and Newland came to form an independent gebellé—qebellé 01—
the town’s main ‘Nuer gebellé’.* By 2019 this sprawling gebellé already comprised of
eight sub-zones. The gebellé offices were located next to Chenkuar primary school and
not far from the offices of UNHCR and comprised of one old concrete building with three
rooms and another mud house with four rooms, constructed around an open court.
Between the two buildings, and attached to the concrete building, was also a small and
rundown mud structure that served as the gebellé’s detention cell, guarded by Nuer law
enforcement personnel—a combination of ‘militia’ and ‘police assistants’. This set of
dilapidating structures was the ultimate representation of the Ethiopian kume in Newland.
Almost all positions in the gebellé were held by Nuer and attached to it were Nuer sefer
shums who regularly arbitrated disputes under the trees in the gebellé’s open courtyard.
This did not necessarily mean that all residents of gebellé 01 were Nuer. There were some
‘highlanders’ residing in the area as well, although the last Anuak residents of Chenkuar

(which became the heart of Newland) are said to have left it by the mid-2000.

As opposed to rural gebellés that were associated with and controlled by a specific lineage
and territorial community (cier), Newland’s gebellé 01 was a pan-Nuer gebellé. Most of
its residents were Eastern Jikény, but there was also a considerable number of Lou in the
neighbourhood (primarily from the Mor sub-section) as well as individuals and families
from western Nuer communities, coming from as far as Bentiu. Neither Lou nor any other
non-Eastern Jikdny Nuer community had ‘its own gebellé’ in Ethiopia outside Gambella
town, but in Newland all were nominally welcome. Most people in the neighbourhood
were fully aware of their friends’ and neighbours’ origin, and as further discussed in
Chapter 5, urban identity never came to replace one’s strong affiliation with a specific

cien. However, to explicitly ask someone in town about his or her ‘tribal’ background

% The adjacent gebellé 02 (an area known as ‘Arat Kilo’) to its west was also dominated by Nuer, though
it was significantly smaller.
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was politically incorrect.’” This pan-Nuer urban ethos was illustrated well by the
emergence of a host of Nuer-owned restaurants in Newland, whose names emphasised
Nuer unity, such as Nuer One (Nuer Kel), Good-Kinship (Goamaar), All of Us
(Kondiaal), Let Us Love Ourselves (Nhoakne-ro), and Kinship of all Nuer (Maar Nudiiri
Diaal).

Figure 5. ‘NUER, E, KEL RESTAURANT’ (Newland Street branch).®®

Although the area at large was still known as ‘Newland’, the neighbourhood has expanded
since the late 1990s into various sub-zones and districts. Many of these were, more or less
formally, named after the churches that dominated them, and which we will come to know
better in the following chapters: Jonglei area expanded into Olive (named after the
Seventh Day Adventists church at its centre); to its south, Olive neighboured Baba Johane
(named after the Zimbabwean movement formally known as Gospel of God Church);
Baba Johane bordered District (named after the large compound of the Church of the
Nazarene, the headquarters of Gambella district). Meanwhile, at the north-eastern edge
of Newland was Zion District (with the Church of God at its heart), and next to it, Kibbutz

Ayahad, the large camp of the Congregation of Yahweh. By 2020, newcomers to what

7 When violent clashes broke out between Gaa-jak and Gaa-jiok refugees in the camps near Itang,
resulting in a number of deaths and great destruction in the camps, this hardly had any effect on the
atmosphere in Gambella town.

% Since local keyboards lacked Nuer letters, posters of restaurants were rarely spelled properly in Nuer.
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we may call here ‘Greater Newland’ were establishing their homes along the foothills—

some 3 kilometres east from the spot where Newland originally began.

Town life, embarrassment and the performance of modernity

Throughout my time in Newland, Nuer from all walks of life explained to me that I had
chosen my research methodology very poorly. As a foreign student of ‘history’, my
decision to conduct ‘fieldwork’ in Ethiopia and in a town—rather than in a rural area or
in South Sudan, ‘where the Nuer come from’—was seen as purely absurd. I was
repeatedly warned that Nuer ‘culture’ and ‘tradition’ in Ethiopia, and particularly in
Gambella town, have already been ‘mixed’ with various external influences and do not
represent the ‘original’ or ‘pure’ Nuer way of life one can supposedly find elsewhere. On
several occasions, | was advised to abandon my clearly ill-informed efforts and consult
Evans-Pritchard’s books instead, where some ‘proper’ history could be found. The
‘town’, as opposed to the ‘village’, was perceived as a space in which people did not
possess any reliable knowledge of their collective history or ‘traditions’, and therefore in
which no reliable ‘data’ could be found. It was where people encountered ‘civilisation’
or ‘modernity’ (terms very often used by people in Newland, in English), which gradually

eroded their ‘original’ identity as Nuer.

As such, these ideas were hardly unique to Gambella. They represented a local
articulation of a familiar narrative of modernisation in which certain changes are
conceptualised as a movement from a supposedly static and unchanging ‘traditional’
sphere of life in the village towards a supposedly universal ‘progressed’ culture,
epitomised by the city. Hutchinson documented the adoption of such modernist
worldviews by Nuer communities decades ago.%® The more recent studies of Falge, Dereje
and Grabska also highlight the prevalence of these ideas among Nuer communities in
both Ethiopia and South Sudan.”’ The embracing of the myth of modernisation was
lucidly demonstrated by the language used to describe the changes brought about by
western education and state bureaucracies. The Nuer word for ‘development’ (cuop)

comes from the verb ‘to arrive’ (cop). A ‘developed’ lifestyle (ciay cuop) or urban

% Hutchinson, Nuer Dilemmas, 40.
0 Dereje, Playing Different Games; Falge, The Global Nuer; K. Grabska, Gender, Home & Identity: Nuer
Repatriation to Southern Sudan (Woodbridge, 2014).
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lifestyle (cian rek), associated with towns, stands in contrast to the ‘traditional” Nuer
lifestyle (ciay nuddrd), associated with the ‘village’ (rey ciép, literally, ‘within the
homeland or community’). The ‘movement’ from the lifestyle of the ‘village’ towards

that of the ‘town’ was described as ‘going forward’ (wd nhiam).

Spaces, as well as the services and products available in them, were placed in an order,
imagined as either horizonal or vertical, in which Newland occupied a very ‘low’ or
‘backward’ place: ‘under’ or ‘behind’ Addis Ababa, Khartoum, Nairobi, Dubai, and
‘America’, but ‘above’ or ‘ahead’ of villages and refugee camps. Such hierarchies
resonate strongly with discourses in other post-colonial settings.”! Crucially, however,
these imagined spatial hierarchies of high and low, backward and forward, also
corresponded with the labels of ‘fake’ and ‘original’, and, when it came to human beings,
were associated with the intellectual states of ignorance (or, being easily manipulated)
and smartness (or, being educated, undeceivable and independent).”?> Thus, all products
available in the local market—shoes, clothes, mobile phones, body lotions, laptops,
sunglasses, sold mostly by Oromo and Tigrayan traders—were often described as ‘fake’.
Newland may have been a globally connected estate, therefore, but its residents were
acutely aware of their marginalised position within the transnational networks of which

they formed a part.

These imagined hierarchies manifested themselves, above all, in the daily workings of
Newland’s economy and local practices of consumption and self-fashioning. Involvement
in the trade of products distributed in Gambella’s refugee camps—oil, Plumpy’Nut (a
peanut-based paste) and ‘feeding’ (Super Cereal, a fortified flour used to produce
porridge)—was strictly the domain of women and children. These were collected in the
camps and brought to Newland, to be sold on the street. Wood and charcoal (produced in
the forests at the outskirts of Gambella town) were usually sold by ‘highlanders’ or elder
Nuer who resided in Newland but never really sought or had the means to adopt an ‘urban’
lifestyle. For an educated grown-up man to be selling oil from the camp, charcoal from
the woods, or (and this was unthinkable) to be shining shoes on the street, was highly

inappropriate. ‘If I open a business selling charcoals, and I get money and buy clothes,

"L Compare: J. Cole, Sex and Salvation: Imagining the Future in Madagascar (Chicago, 2010), 64-7;
Ferguson, Expectations of Modernity; Newell, The Modernity Bluff.
2 Newell, The Modernity Bluff, 42-3.
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people will say: “Look at this guy with the clothes from the money of charcoals [yiow
mim]”,” one teenager explained to me. ‘It is embarrassing!’’® The most ‘appropriate’ jobs
were in government institutions, that is, jobs that involved no ‘manual labour’ and

arguably hardly any labour at all.

Figure 6. Women selling Plumpy’Nut and ‘feeding’ from the refugee camps.

Families with connections in Kenya and Sudan often traded informally with goods from
these places, travelling to Khartoum or Nairobi and returning with large bags filled with
African and Arab clothes, perfumes, watches and hair products. These were then sold on
the streets or through networks of friends. There was less of ‘embarrassment’ involved in
the trade of these goods, for they clearly originated from places located ‘higher’ in the
imagined hierarchy of modernities and development. Relatives visiting from ‘America’
(a title often referring to the US, Canada and Australia collectively) were expected to
bring with them impressive piles of goods. They did, of course, spending much of their
earnings on the maintenance of wide social networks in Gambella through the distribution
of cash and gifts. The blazing sun during the dry seasons and inescapable mud and flooded
paths during the wet season notwithstanding, any grown up man in Newland who
‘respected himself” wore a suit, with a tie, ‘leather’ shoes and a shiny golden hand-

watch—all preferably, but rarely, bought outside Gambella. Arab Jellabiyas, imported

3 Notes, 26 February 2019. On the definition of different sorts of money according to their immediate
source, see also Hutchinson, Nuer Dilemmas, 56-102.
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from Khartoum, were also gaining some popularity, as growing numbers of Nuer who

previously lived in Sudan settled in Newland.

Figure 7. Products from Khartoum sold in Newland.

This concern with Western clothing, imported commodities and brands in an environment
as impoverished (and oppressively hot) as Newland may seem perplexing, but is in many
ways paradigmatic of post-colonial urban styles. As in the ‘modernity bluff” of Abidjanais
men described by Newell, what appeared to be mimetic performances of urban
sophistication, cosmopolitanism and wealth in Newland were not only, as Ferguson
suggests, claims for ‘membership in a spectacularly unequal global society,””* but also
meaningful ‘semiotic acts in which deceit is a true mediation of power.”’> Being an
urbanite, in other words, meant knowing how to put on a show that demonstrated one’s
mastery of modern styles and tastes. That some local commodities were considered ‘fake’
and deemed inferior to more ‘original’ versions imported from the West, therefore, did
not mean they were wholly worthless. Like the counterfeits described by Siegel in
Indonesia, Gambella’s counterfeits were always, to some degree, ‘almost valid’, and thus
neither entirely ‘fake’ nor ‘real’ in the sense in which these terms are often used to

describe labelled goods in the West.”® They appeared to promise their possessors, as the

4 Ferguson, Global Shadows, 167, 174-5.
5 Newell, The Modernity Bluff, 260.
76 J. Siegel, A New Criminal Type in Jakarta: Counter-Revolution Today (Durham, 1998), 57.

79



Comaroffs write, ‘access to things they could not otherwise have, filling the gap between

globally tweaked desires and local scarcities.””’

Crucially, however, a hand-watch, sunglasses or shoes sent by relatives from ‘America’
were always more suitable for a proper urban performance than ones bought locally,
providing it with a greater degree of legitimacy and indexing global links.”® Therefore,
due to Newland’s perceived marginalised (‘low’) position in transnational circuits of
styles and commodities, the ‘gap between globally tweaked desires and local scarcities’
was never really filled. Any performance was always at risk of falling short, and at the
end of every failed attempt of self-fashioning or stylistic slip, I was often reminded, were
shame (pdc) and embarrassment (buoar). The centrality of these sentiments in governing
the way people engaged with markets, commodities and styles, was another manifestation
of the changing nature of social relations and communal priorities at the urban frontier.
Hutchinson described how rural Nuer communities in the 1980s felt that the expansion
of state bureaucracy and the establishment of chiefs’ courts ‘had the effect of undercutting
the sense of shame formerly associated with acts of theft (ku¢l), incest (ruaal), adultery
(dhom), and other serious errors (dueri).”’® Instead of shame and embarrassment, she
observed, interpersonal relations came to be governed by the power of fear (dual). In
town, it seemed, these sentiments have emerged in a new context, governing people’s
attempts to keep up with a vaguely defined and constantly evolving global hierarchy of

styles and commodities.

Knowing all the tricks: Urban wisdoms, rural doubts?

In early 2019, a group of Nuer youths recorded a song titled ‘Kon Gaat Newland’ (‘We
are the Sons of Newland’). I first heard it being played from a small shop in Newland.
The song, I learned, was recorded in a small studio in the neighbourhood, run by a
member of the Church of God whom I knew well. The singers themselves were not
members of this church, but the owner of the studio gave me a copy of the song and put
me in touch with one of the artists—a man in his late twenties whose stage name was

Coco Man. The song (more than six minutes long) was a self-portrait of the ‘sons of

77 Comaroff and Comaroff, ’Law and Disorder’, 14.
8 Newell, The Modernity Bluff, 175-81.
7 Hutchinson, Nuer Dilemmas, 40-1.

80



Newland’: four verses of rap and a catchy hip-hop chorus in which they praise their own
sophistication, smartness and proficiency in urban lifestyle. With the exception of a few
English and Amharic terms, the song was in Nuer. Below is its chorus, followed by

selected quotes from some of the verses:*

We surpass [ldny] people in wisdom [pé/]—we are the sons of Newland! We
surpass people in thinking [cdr]—we are the sons of Newland! We surpass
people in learning [goar]—we are the sons of Newland! We know the lifestyle
of the town [ciay rek]—we are the sons of Newland! There are few things we

cannot do—we are the sons of Newland!

Come to Gambella in peace, come to the big land [wec] in peace. You—do
not mess yourself up in embarrassment [/cu rodu pusl ke buoar]. [...] The
wisdom we have, there is no one that can miss it. We are superstars, hip-hop,

football, and basketball, nigga!

[...] I am a son of Newland, whose thinking is not bent [mi /kdne caare gon].
Newland has taught us good wisdom that has no tricks in it [mi thicle reyde
caap]. [...] [If] you come talking, we will do it [talk], [if] you come in war, it
[the war] will be fought. We are very smart: we ‘know’ [have shaken off] all
the tricks [cagp diaal ca ko ke tey).

[...] We grow up in wisdom in Newland, we surpass people in thinking. There
is nothing we cannot do, we are respected, nothing can deceive us [ko wdn].
Our thinking will dazzle [gdy] you. Look, the son of Newland studies and
stays long [wele; stays long in town getting used to its lifestyle],*' there is no

man that surpasses us.

We surpass people in smartness. All of us, we do all things with endurance [ke
dhiddl]. We love ourselves together all of us, there is nothing we cannot do.

Nothing can deceive us.

80 Coco Man gave me the lyrics of the entire song when we met. The quotes that appear here were
translated with the assistance of Buay Tut. Italics indicate words sang in English.

81 A young man who ‘got stuck’ in the town—studying, working, perhaps not getting married—was
known as a thawel. This noun derived from the Arabic word for lengthening, lingering or delaying at a
certain place for too long (tawwal). Consequently, the Nuer verb we/ came to describe the process
adaptation to urban life.
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Who can surpass us? [...] Our brains overflow. Hip-hop started where? We
are the sons of Newland. Urban lifestyle started where? We are the sons of
Newland. Swag started where? We are the sons of Newland. Courting girls

started where? We are the sons of Newland.

It seems fitting that Coco Man and his colleagues chose to express themselves through
hip-hop, a style known for its claim to authenticity and to ‘keeping it real’.3? They claim
not only autochthony (to Newland) and originality (in their articulation of its style), but
also to be entirely ‘on top of it’ in an environment, so it seems, full of threats of deception,
manipulation and confusion. Their song resonates with other descriptions I heard in
Newland of the ‘son of the town’ (gat rek): gentle, cannot be confused, very smart and
educated, prefers to avoid fighting, and ignores insults because he is above them and
therefore does not care. But when a gat rek goes to the village, I was also told, he feels
out of place. The food is not of his liking; he misses his diverse urban social milieu; his
cloths are inappropriate. His rural relatives regard him with suspicion. They see him as a
wdn wdn, that is, a crafty, sophisticated trickster—Iike the serpent from the Garden of

Eden.®3

The ideal gat rek is someone who cannot be ‘deceived’, because his wisdom is
unmatchable, and yet may be seen as practicing trickery. This reoccurring portrayal tells
us a great deal about the meaning of education in Newland and more generally in the eyes
of Nuer communities, as well as about the uncertainties of life at the urban frontier and
engagement with ‘governments’, schools and the world ‘out there’. To be sure, these
discourses resonate with urban discourses observed elsewhere, in larger and much more
cosmopolitan cities. Newell describes a similar set of labels in the Ivorian urban slang
language Nouchi: an opposition between gaou and yere, with a yere being a proper
modern urbanite who ‘cannot be scammed’ and the gaou being ‘someone easily duped’.34
Urban wisdom and anxieties of deception are often associated with the ability to navigate

successfully an economy and a social sphere of illicit activities, crime and violence.® But

82 Weiss, Street Dreams, 197-221.

8 The serpent is described in Genesis 3:1 as ‘more crafty than any of the wild animals...” In the Nuer
Bible this is translated as: ‘ley mi pel ke pél mi wiin wdn rey leeyni dial...” A thief is also known as a
widdn, though more commonly used in Gambella in this context was the word cudr.

8 Newell, The Modernity Bluff, 11-4.

85 See also, Di Nunzio, The Act of Living.
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to understand the enduring relevance of these concerns in Gambella, we need to examine

their history in the context of Nuer society and South Sudanese statecratft.

Together with the quest for knowledge and new skills, scepticism, suspicion and doubt
have long been a feature of the urban-rural encounter in South Sudan and its frontierlands.
For if the encounter with new actors beyond the perimeters of one’s community always
represented an opportunity to gain useful skills and expertise, it also exposed one’s
vulnerability to manipulation by those perceived to possess greater (but also mysterious
and unknown) capacities. Hutchinson shows how modern education and literacy, in
particular, were both admired and feared by rural Nuer communities in the 1970s and
1980s. She discusses the sense of vulnerability these felt vis-a-vis the powerful but
unintelligible world of the ‘paper’, associated with the furuok (educated foreigners),
which symbolised, for rural Nuer, ‘their simultaneous dependence on and estrangement
from the powers of the government.’®¢ ‘Now the furuok know people by a way we cannot
know,’ she quotes a man complaining. Literacy and knowledge of “paper’, in this context,
represented not only the ability to ‘tap the powers of government,’ but also the possibility

of being able to see through its deception and manipulation strategies.®’

Over the past decades, such sentiments of vulnerability, inferiority and humiliation have
instigated and sustained an extraordinary race for modern education. The history of
Newland sketched above, as well as the life histories of educated Nuer in Gambella,
clearly demonstrate how access to education has been a central factor in shaping people’s
engagement with states and their repeated movements across the international border, or
from urban spaces to refugee camps and towns (as well as in between the latter two).
When asked why they came to live in Newland, almost all residents of the neighbourhood
gave the same answer, regardless of the period in which they migrated to the town: they
came there to study, or to accompany other family members who were students. ‘But
there are only students here!” was the most common reaction I heard when I said I am
conducting research in Newland. When asked to narrate their own biographies, people in

Newland consistently framed their lives not around wars or political upheavals but around

86 Hutchinson, Nuer Dilemmas, 283.
87 Ibid., 283-5.
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their quest for education.®® Moreover, virtually the only activity associated with life in
town that was widely accepted as justifying the postponement of marriage and the

establishment of a family, was education.’

Figure 8. Walking towards Newland’s outskirts to attend a family graduation

party, after a graduation ceremony in the centre of town.

National exams and graduation ceremonies were arguably the most important events in
Newland’s calendar, impacting the movement and plans of people throughout the region.
When Gambella University held its graduation ceremony, hundreds of cheering family
members travelled from their villages and refugee camps and women were dancing and
chanting outside Gambella’s municipality hall for as long as the ceremony inside
proceeded. Framed portraits of (primarily) men wearing gowns and mortarboards—often
prepared in local photo studios weeks in advance before graduation ceremonies—

decorated tukuls and mud houses across the neighbourhood. At the graduation party of

88 In one rather striking case, a friend with no military experience whatsoever told me how he tried to join
the rebels in 2014 in Nasir solely because he hoped that when the rebels capture Malakal he would be
able to return to his family’s house and salvage his Sudanese high school certificates that he left behind
when the war broke out. On education and migration, see also Carver and Ruach Guok, The Role of
Transnational Networks.

8 This point was driven home to me, naturally, when I realised that being a student was the only
acceptable explanation that I could provide in Gambella for the otherwise alarming fact that I was not
married at the age of 28.
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the Lou Community Association in Newland, for instance, the numbers of Lou Nuer
students graduating with degrees and diplomas was read aloud, before a long series of
church and community representatives came forward to congratulate them. ‘Now, in
every city of Ethiopia you find a Nuer lecturer,” Jok Kier Jal, himself a dedicated mature
student in Gambella University, once told me with pride. ‘In every city of Ethiopia, from

South to North of Ethiopia! No city with a university without a Nuer lecturer!”’

There are several ways to interpret Newland’s education fervour. At the most simplistic
level, education was obviously seen as an avenue for individual material improvement.
Indeed, youths in Newland commonly hoped that a degree would land them a job in the
government or an NGO, in either Ethiopia or South Sudan—a hope that was becoming
increasingly unrealistic given that there were clearly not enough job opportunities to serve
the skyrocketing numbers of fresh graduates in the region. Once they have ‘something in
their hands’, the argument often went, they would be able to marry. Hence also the
popularity of degrees in technical fields that were seen as more sought-after in the job
market. At another level, there was also clearly a sense of both personal and communal
pride associated with access to education, as Jok’s vivid imagery of an educated Nuer
vanguard taking over Ethiopia’s education system suggests. Accumulating degrees was
certainly a matter of prestige, and, when it came to postgraduate studies, also an index of
access to wealth and links with people in positions of power in government institutions

or NGO.

But there was another, not unrelated, aspect to this quest for modern education. As the
song of the ‘sons of Newland’ indicates, with its emphasis on deception and trickery,
education also seemed to promise the rather vaguely defined intellectual capacity to be
self-aware, in control and undeceivable. Hence the common description of the ideal ‘son
of the town’ as someone who—having supposedly ‘ascended’ to the level of
sophistication and intellectual ‘potency’ of the turupk—can see through deception and
tricks but also deceive and trick others who are less educated. Hence also the salience of
the labels of ‘fake’ and ‘original” associated with modernity: the ideal educated urbanite,
clearly, could tell the difference between the two.”® The irony in Newland, given its

perceived ‘low’ position in the imagined hierarchy of ‘progress’, was that the ideal of

%0 Newell, The Modernity Bluff, 12.
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feeling undeceivable was, indeed, an ideal. For even the education made available in
Gambella, based exclusively on copying and memorisation of reproduced ‘handouts’ and
textbooks with little local resonance, was largely an exercise in performance and always

suspected of being significantly inferior to that available to people elsewhere.’!

Figure 9. Paintings on the wall of a primary school in Newland.

The imagined hierarchy of intellectual sophistication—in which the rural, illiterate and
uneducated was associated with ignorance and susceptibility to manipulation, whereas
the educated urbanite was undeceivable—was illustrated well by the debate in Gambella
around the meaning of the gaar (facial marking or ‘scarification’) and its rejection by
educated urbanites. Hutchinson described the emergence of a class of educated young
men who rejected the rite of initiation and scarification in the 1980s. The ‘bull-boys’ (fut
dhoali, sing., tuut dhoal), as they were called, occupied an ambiguous position in Nuer
society, being sexually mature but not fully recognised as ‘men’ (wutni, sing., wut) as

they were uninitiated. Hutchinson identified the rejection of the gaar as an attempt to

! Gambella University was one of the poorest and newest public universities in the country, formally
operating in English, a language many of its students did not speak. The massive expansion of Ethiopia’s
higher education system came with a dramatic decline in its quality. See: L. Reisberg and L. Rumbley,
‘Ethiopia: The Dilemmas of Expansion’, International Higher Education, (2010), ; G. A. Akalu, ‘Higher
Education in Ethiopia: Expansion, Quality Assurance and Institutional Autonomy’, Higher Education
Quarterly, 68 (2014), 394-415.
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subscribe to a certain Pan-African or South Sudanese identity.”> In Gambella, Dereje
described how the practice was framed as ‘backward’ by educated Nuer at least since the
1960s, and several campaigns led by such elites led to its practical extinction within

Ethiopia, though it certainly continued across the border in South Sudan.”?

Interestingly, men in Newland have eventually turned the debate on the status of
uninitiated men on its head by altering the historical meaning and origin of the gaar
altogether. Among both young and old in Newland, it was considered an (almost)
undisputed historical fact that the gaar was a British invention, introduced by the colonial
government in order to allow it to easily differentiate between various southern Sudanese
peoples. The specific context in which the British decided to introduce the practice
changed between different versions of this myth, which has been circulating and evolving
in Gambella for decades. But the underlying message was similar: it associated the gaar
with British dishonesty and Nuer ignorance. Clearly, in this narrative the gaar no longer
symbolised definite manhood, but neither was it merely a sign of unfashionable
‘tribalism’. Instead, it was an embarrassing testament to one’s (and one’s community’s)
susceptibility to being taken advantage of by the more educated—in this case, the British,
whose characterisation as deceptive and treacherous was a common theme in many of the

local myths about the colonial period.”*

Welcome to Newland

Newland’s history, I proposed earlier, encapsulates the changing nature of engagements
between, on the one side, the borderlands’ eastern Nuer communities, and, on the other
side, the state and the cultural influences associated with it. In local memory, the coming
of the Ethiopian ‘government’ to what is now Gambella is entangled in the events of the
Second World War, though the foundations of the town itself were established decades
earlier. As an urban frontier, Gambella town’s history is not radically different from that

of other urban locales in South Sudan: a colonial post dominated by foreign

92 Hutchinson, Nuer Dilemmas, 270-8.

%3 Dereje, Playing Different Games, 169-71.

%4 Consider, for example, the story mentioned earlier about Jack Nguan killing Chuol Joak. One version
of the story about how Gambella got its name, recounted to me by a youth in Newland, suggests that the
British duped Nuer cattle traders and gave them only half (gdm) of the maize (bel) they deserved when
they came to the town to sell their cows (Notes, 1 July 2019).
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administrators, merchants and soldiers attracting a small number of local entrepreneurs
and diplomats but gradually developing into a town in the final decades of the twentieth
century as state institutions expand and a growing number of civilians appropriate them
and seek to benefit from the services and knowledge they promise. What rendered
Newland unique was its simultaneous position not just as a local urban frontier but also a
frontier between states, a place of refuge, and an increasingly central hub that connected

dispersed Nuer communities from around the world.

Thus, of all the freshness and independence its name conveyed, Newland was a place that
hardly made sense on its own. Despite being a marginalised settlement outside a small
town in one of the most inaccessible and peripheral areas of Ethiopia, Newland’s history
has been shaped by developments and forces that stretched across the region and the
globe. The purpose of this chapter was to recount this history from a local perspective—
from the frontier. Exploring the history of what is otherwise an unknown and perhaps
unremarkable settlement offered an opportunity to delve into the experience of being ‘in-
between’ the ‘village’ and the ‘city’ at a peripheral frontier zone, or, as some people in
Newland would have it, the experience of living in a space where ‘culture’ is ‘already
mixed’, ‘history’ is at best murky and at worst entirely inaccessible, and yet ‘modernity’
feels like a distant illusion. Scholars observed that urbanisation, rather than a linear
process of cultural change, often requires ‘straddling’ urban and rural ways of life and
economies and dealing with various material insecurities and moral ambiguities.”
Highlighting the central role played by education and global networks in Newland’s
development in recent decades, this chapter also identified a salient concern with
embarrassment and deception in local discourses on urban life—a sense of

epistemological uncertainty.

This concern is a testament to the enduring importance of knowledge as a commodity in
the frontierlands—a commodity that is both sought and suspected. It also demonstrates
once again that despite the fact that the democratisation of the urban frontier has blurred
the empirical distinction between rural and urban ways of life, the imagined dichotomy

between these two spheres continued to be upheld, serving as a cultural, temporal and

%5 H. Englund, ‘The Village in the City, the City in the Village: Migrants in Lilongwe’, Journal of
Southern African Studies, 28 (2002), 137-154; Trefon, "Hinges and Fringes’; Leonardi, Dealing with
Government, 148-58.
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moral frame of reference for a growing number of people living in a ‘kaleidoscopic’ world
in-between their reflections.”® Navigating the urban frontier, benefitting from its
opportunities and resources, gaining new knowledge, and skilfully performing
‘modernity’ and global connectivity without being outwitted and ‘messing yourself up in
embarrassment’ was certainly a valued skill in Newland. But drifting too far into the
urban world, one also risked losing touch with one’s community and becoming a morally
corrupt, selfish trickster,”” for urban ‘wisdom’ also required proficiency in the art of
manipulation and deceit. In the following chapters we see how religious practices, ideas
and institutions emerged and evolved out of the various encounters afforded by the
frontier, and how they both responded to, and were fuelled by, the moral and

epistemological ambiguities and concerns of inhabiting it.

% De Boeck and Plissart, Kinshasa, 17-8.
97 See also C. Leonardi, ‘“Liberation” or Capture: Youth in Between “Hakuma”, and “Home” During
Civil War and Its Aftermath in Southern Sudan’, African Affairs, 106 (2007), 391-412.
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Chapter 2

Frontier entrepreneurship: A genealogy of Nuer Messianic Judaism

Interactions and encounters at the urban frontier and with the fringes of the state, we have
seen, offered borderland communities access to new skills and knowledge but were also
underpinned and shaped by a sense of vulnerability and concerns with deception and
manipulation. Over the past century, the dissemination and circulation of knowledge of
Christianity was increasingly embedded in these encounters, and it travelled, was picked
up and used in unexpected ways with the democratisation of the urban frontier, as the
movement of individuals accelerated and expanded and the diversity of sources of
knowledge increased. This chapter explores the emergence of the Nuer Messianic Jewish
movement and situates it within the broader context of the rise of Evangelical Christianity
and the proliferation of churches among eastern Nuer communities. By presenting the
institutional genealogy of Nuer Messianic Judaism, it shows how this faith emerged out
of the particular opportunities and encounters offered by the frontier and how it spoke to

longstanding concerns with deception and fakery.

A historical account of the emergence of Messianic Judaism out of Evangelical groups
and among eastern Nuer communities is of broader significance to our understanding of
the history of Christianity in the Ethiopian-South Sudanese borderlands. In the growing
body of literature on Pentecostalism and Evangelical Christianity in Ethiopia, Gambella
is barely a footnote,! and the history of Sabbatarian movements in Ethiopia in general and

in Gambella specifically is largely an unwritten one. This is ironic because data from the

! On evangelical Christianity and missionaries, see: O. M. Eide, Revolution & Religion in Ethiopia: The
Growth & Persecution of the Mekane Yesus Church, 1974-1985. (Oxford, 2000); T. Eshete, The
Evangelical Movement in Ethiopia: Resistance and Resilience (Waco, 2009). On Pentecostalism, see: J.
Haustein, Writing Religious History: The Historiography of Ethiopian Pentecostalism (Wiesbaden,
2011); J. Haustein, ‘Pentecostal and Charismatic Christianity in Ethiopia: A Historical Introduction to a
Largely Unexplored Movement’, Multidisciplinary Views on the Horn of Africa, 1 (2014), 109-127. Other
studies on evangelical Christianity in southern and south-western Ethiopia include: B. L. Fargher, The
Origins of the New Churches Movement in Southern Ethiopia: 1927-1944 (Leiden, 1996); S. Grenstedt,
Ambaricho and Shonkolla: From Local Independent Church to the Evangelical Mainstream in Ethiopia:
The Origins of the Mekane Yesus Church in Kambata Hadiya, PhD thesis (Uppsala University, 2000); D.
Freeman, ‘Pentecostalism in a Rural Context: Dynamics of Religion and Development in Southwest
Ethiopia’, PentecoStudies, 12 (2013), 231-249; T. Eshete, ‘The Early Charismatic Movement in the
Ethiopian Kale Heywet Church’, PentecoStudies, 12 (2013), 162—182-162—182; E. Egeland, Christianity,
Generation and Narrative: Religious Conversion and Change in Sidama, Ethiopia, 1974-2012, PhD
thesis (Uppsala University, 2016).
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census of 2007 suggests that Gambella was, in fact, the region with the largest proportion
of Protestants in the country.? The rise of Evangelical Christianity and Pentecostalism in
Gambella followed a different trajectory than it did in the highlands and other parts of
south-western Ethiopia. While Gambella’s religious landscape was influenced by
developments elsewhere in Ethiopia, it was equally shaped by religious dynamics in
southern Sudan as well as by the migration of Nuer communities around the East African

region and the resettlement of members of these communities in the US since the 1990s.

Institutions, extraversion and churches in the frontierlands

A detailed history of the rise of Christianity among the Nuer, too, is yet to be written.
Existing accounts, though illuminating, are partial, fragmented and outdated. Falge’s and
Hutchinson’s most recent works that deal with Christianity among eastern Nuer
communities are based on research conducted in the late 1990s or early 2000s in South
Sudan and Ethiopia. Hutchinson has identified a general sense of confusion and a growing
competition over resources in the 1990s due to the growing number of Christian
denominations supported by foreign donors.> Falge has identified similar trends and
documented how support from the diaspora led to quarrels among communities over
leadership positions in churches.* Both have sought to explain Nuer conversion to
Christianity in the context of displacement and war.’ Neither were concerned, however,
with the differences between Nuer churches or their institutional history, and neither
makes any reference to the Church of God, which was only established in Gambella in

1999, or any of its offshoots, which emerged later.

While this chapter does lay out some of the key theological doctrines of the churches it
explores, its focus is on churches as institutions. As mentioned already, scholarship that

deals with the appeal of certain religious movements in Africa in general and South Sudan

2 In Gambella 71.1% of the population were recorded as Protestants. In Southern Nations, Nationalities
and Peoples’, 55.5%. See: J. Haustein and T. @stebg, ‘EPRDF’s Revolutionary Democracy and Religious
Plurality: Islam and Christianity in Post-Derg Ethiopia’, Journal of Eastern African Studies, 5 (2011),
758.

3 Hutchinson, ’Spiritual Fragments’.

4 Falge, *The Ethiopianisation’; C. Falge, ‘The Effects of Nuer Transnational Churches on the Homeland
Communities’, Urban Anthropology and Studies of Cultural Systems and World Economic Development,
42 (2013), 171-205.

5 Falge, ‘Countering Rupture’; Falge, ‘The Cultural Resilience’; Falge, The Global Nuer; Hutchinson,
Nuer Dilemmas; Hutchinson, ‘A Curse from God?’; Hutchinson, *Spiritual Fragments’.
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in particular often focuses on their social and political ‘message’ and practices and links
their rise to various material and moral crises to which they are understood as providing
an antidote. What such explanations tend to overlook is some of the more mundane and
perhaps less spiritual aspects of Christian life, and the basic empirical fact that churches
are also institutions. This is significant, from a historical point of view, because it implies
that their rise and fall depends not only on ritual and doctrine but also on entrepreneurship,
the accumulation and distribution of resources, the development of some bureaucratic
structures, the distribution of responsibilities and formal positions of authority, and the
organised transfer and recording of all sorts of knowledge.® To properly historicise and
understand the public role of Christianity in Gambella, we have to take seriously these

institutional aspects of religious life.

The first parts of this chapter present a history of the rise and spread of Christianity in the
Ethiopian-South Sudanese frontierlands by focusing on the movement of knowledge and
people within this space, and, consequently, the local institutionalisation of Christianity.
It starts with the arrival of Presbyterian missionaries to southern Sudan and describes the
incorporation of Nuer into the larger bureaucracies of the Evangelical Church of Mekane
Yesus and the Seventh-day Adventist Church in Ethiopia up to the 1980s. As we shall
see, disseminating knowledge of Christianity and developing church institutions
gradually became an entrepreneurial strategy and a viable career path for those
individuals whose life trajectories straddled the urban-rural divide. In a process that
resonates with developments in other parts of Africa that witnessed the rapid spread of
born-again Christianity, by the 1990s, starting a church in Gambella emerged as a popular
form of frontier entrepreneurship and ‘a means of access not only to a new form of
personal accumulation, but to a world of transnational connections, images, and

imaginaries.’’

Without diminishing the significant changes that shaped this phenomenon over the past
century, which are explored in this chapter, we can think of the entrepreneurs who
initiated the establishment of new churches and the spread of Christian knowledge among
their kin as part of a much older tradition of trade, interlocution and exchange across

frontiers in this region. As Leonardi describes, even before the coming of the colonial

% See also Robbins, ‘The Globalization’, 130-1.
" Marshall, Political Spiritualities, 181-2.

92



state, South Sudan’s ‘political economy of knowledge’ encouraged and rewarded the
acquisition of useful skills and substances through migration and engagement with
neighbours and foreigners.® Knowledge, objects and techniques that could be used to
communicate with spirits or God, control the weather, guarantee the health and fertility
of humans and animals were particularly valuable. Johnson has shown how migrations
and interaction with new peoples during the nineteenth century also led to the adoption
of new forms of magic, medicines and spirits among Nuer communities in the Upper
Nile.” Non-Christian Nuer today openly acknowledge the Dinka origin of some of the

spirits they worship, a theme we return to in subsequent chapters.

Christians today will undoubtedly draw a clear line between the ‘pagan’ practices their
communities adopted in the past and the ‘true religion’ they ‘found’ more recently, but it
was into this economy of knowledge exchange, appropriation and creolisation that
Christianity entered when it first appeared in the region. As we shall see, from an early
stage and even before settling among Nuer, missionaries attracted curious interlocutors,
people in need and diplomats who sought to benefit from what they had to offer and
entered into relationships of exchange with them. But if early encounters with
missionaries took place in relative proximity to home and were not deemed particularly
attractive for many Nuer, by the final decades of the twentieth century Christian
knowledge and institutions became valued assets to be ‘exchanged’ through remarkably
far-flung and unpredictable interconnection. From a longue durée perspective, therefore,
the frontier engagements this chapter describes can be understood as a form of what
Bayart called ‘extraversion’,!” in which one ventures into the outside world, or at least
the world beyond one’s community, in order to access external resources (including

religious techniques and expertise) as an entrepreneurial political strategy.!!

After examining the proliferation of Nuer born-again churches from the 1990s, the
chapter describes how the Church of God was established in Gambella (and later South

Sudan) by Nuer who previously sought refuge in Kenya and joined it there. The Nuer

8 Leonardi, Dealing with Government, 21-40.

% Johnson, Nuer Prophets, 65-70.

10 ] -F. Bayart, ‘Africa in the World: A History of Extraversion’, Afiican Affairs, 99 (2000), 217-267.

! Bayart’s notion of extraversion has been applied by scholars studying the spread of Christianity and
Pentecostalism elsewhere in Africa. See the discussion in: B. Meyer, ‘Christianity in Africa: From
African Independent to Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches’, Annual Review of Anthropology, 33 (2004),
462-3.
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founders of the Church of God were Adventists before joining it. It was the Seventh-day
Adventist Church that introduced a fundamentalist discourse of authenticity and doctrinal
purity to Gambella’s Nuer, and this discourse, ironically, later led many of its members
to leave it in favour of Messianism. After being established in Gambella, however, the
Church of God too fragmented into at least four major Nuer Messianic groups over the
past decade. To get a sense of what Messianics in Newland meant when they insisted that
they are the members of the true church or followers of the true faith, and why this was
important, we also need to understand what ‘church history’ meant for them. The final
section of the chapter therefore explores the interest of Messianics in the institutional
history of their churches. Looking at both the institutional history of Nuer Messianic
Judaism and the debates around it in Gambella, that we start encountering the
entanglement of this faith in questions of biblical authenticity, a theme that is further

developed in the next chapter.

From imported knowledge to a community-wide religion

The Anglo-Egyptian government divided the territories of southern Sudan between
different foreign church missions and assigned the Sobat area to the American
Presbyterian Mission. The Mission’s first post was established in Doleib Hill, in 1902.
From the start, evangelism was inseparable from the missionaries’ medical and
educational efforts, forming part of a wider vision of social and cultural transformation.
‘Our primary task among these people,” wrote Don McClure, an American missionary
who worked in Doleib Hill the 1930s and later among the Anuak in Gambella, ‘is to lead
them to saving knowledge of Jesus Christ, but hand in hand with that program we must
teach them to improve their social and economic standard of living.”!? By 1913 the station
in Doleib Hill had 200 acres of land available for cultivation, a vegetable garden, a fruit
orchard, selected cattle and sheep and goats, even some ostriches, a windmill for

213

irrigation, a store, and industrial buildings.’'> The products were sold or exchanged for

livestock. ‘It was no uncommon sight to see a crowd of Dinkas or Nuers [sic],” an

12 Quoted in C. Partee, Adventure in Africa: The Story of Don Mcclure (Grand Rapids, 1990), 64.
13 C. R. Watson, The Sorrow and Hope of the Egyptian Sudan: A Survey of Missionary Conditions and
Methods of Work in the Egyptian Sudan (Philadelphia, 1913), 164.
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American missionary described in 1913, ‘accompanied by Shilluk buyers, coming with

their stock to trade for durra.’!*

Though located among Shilluk communities, Nuer and Dinka from further afield also
frequented the missionaries’ clinic in Doleib Hill, and rumours about the healing
capabilities of the foreigners spread: ‘A Nuer with a skin disease came. When he was
healed, he went home—then returned several weeks later with 30 patients.’!® In 1912 the
mission expanded, and an additional post was established among Gaa-jiok Nuer
communities in Nasir. When the first Presbyterian missionaries—Rev. Elbert McCreery
and Dr. Thomas Lambie—arrived in Nasir, it is said that they were received by local Nuer
‘chiefs’ who already knew them and had witnessed their medical work in Doleib Hill.!®
Nonetheless, the mission in Nasir faced various logistical challenges in its early days, and
the skills and intentions of the missionaries were not necessarily well received. James

Gatdet, a prominent leader in Newland’s Mekane Yesus church, writes:

When they first arrived, the Nuer were somewhat suspicious of them, until
they were able to give physical healing to many sufferers. [...] Many people
who came for the treatment were healed from physical sickness and accepted
Christ through Lambie’s medical assistance. They were able to witness to their
friends and neighbors. In spite of this, Lambie had faced many challenges in
his work at Nasir. People to whom he offered medical assistance were strong
traditionalists. They did not fully accept the help from the medicine brought

to them by the missionaries. They did not even trust the medicine."’

Dr. Lambie left Nasir to Ethiopia in 1919, travelling through Gambella up the highlands
to Sayo, where he opened a clinic and a mission which later evolved into the Evangelical
Church Bethel.'® Medical work in Nasir continued, however, and from 1916, the mission

also established an education programme. The school in Nasir was rudimentary in its

4 1bid., 168.

15 W. B. Anderson, ‘Thomas A. Lambie: Missionary Pioneer in Sudan and Ethiopia, 1907-1942, in
Gateway to the Heart of Africa: Missionary Pioneers in Sudan, ed. by F. Pierli, M. T. Ratti, and A.
Wheeler (Nairobi, 1998), 129.

16 1bid., 132.

17]. Gatdet Tang, The Rise of Christianity Among the Eastern Jikany Nuer, BA thesis (Mekane Yesus
Theological Seminary, 2000), 17.

18 Lambie established a close relationship with Emperor Haile Selassie due to his respected medical skills,
and ultimately continued his work in Ethiopia under the Sudan Interior Mission (SIM). See Donham,
Marxist Modern; Eshete, ‘The Sudan Interior Mission’; Fargher, The Origins.
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early years, and the missionaries were generally impressed that local Nuer ‘were not
interested” in what they had to offer.!” The education programme nonetheless slowly
expanded during the 1920: as part of a colonial policy that relied on missions to provide
education in southern Sudan, British officials ‘sent’ local boys to the school and
subsidised it. From the 1930s, a growing number of children joined it ‘voluntarily’, and
the mission even opened a separate school for girls.?’ Baptisms in Nasir started as early
as 1919, but Evans-Pritchard estimated that by 1940 there were only 214 Nuer
Protestants—*easily the lowest figure for any of the major peoples of the southern
Sudan.’?! The first Nuer pastor—Moses Kuach Nyoat, who was educated as a boy, and

later taught, in the mission’s school in Nasir—was not ordained before 1958.22

By the time the Sudanese government expelled all foreign missionaries in 1964,
Christianity was associated with a small class of educated men, but hardly gained ground
among eastern Nuer communities at large. In the following decades, however, against the
background of displacement and war, it gained remarkable momentum. Pastor Moses
Kuach was arrested by the Sudanese government, and soon after he was released, fled to
Ethiopia.?® There, he joined American missionary Charles Jordan (locally known as
Manpiny) who relocated from southern Sudan to Adura, inside Gambella but close to the
border, and established a station with his wife, Mary Alice. Neither Charles nor Mary
were theologians; they ran an agricultural development programme and a popular medical
clinic. Visitors and patients, however, were taught the gospel in Adura and encouraged to
travel back to their communities and evangelise (nand Ruac Kuoth raar, literally, ‘take
the Word of God out’) using images, leaflets, recordings, hymns and translations of some
parts of the New Testament.2* Moses Kuach was the mission’s only pastor, and also
travelled to Pi-Lual, where Nuer refugees were initially settled, to preach and baptise

there.>

19 Letter by Mrs. Ilda Smith, available in: Sanderson and Sanderson, Education, Religion and Politics,
449,

20 Tbid., 97-8, 157-8, 192.

2l Evans-Pritchard, Nuer Religion, 48-9.

22 E. C. Vandevort, 4 Leopard Tamed (New York, 1968), 78.

23 Ibid., 216.

24 Gatdet Tang, The Rise of Christianity, 32.

25 Vandevort, A Leopard Tamed, 216.
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Falge and Hutchinson attributed the dramatic spread of Christianity among eastern Nuer
communities during the 1970s to a political atmosphere in which conversion to
Christianity became a political act of resistance against the Sudanese government and its
Islamisation agenda, as well as to a growing Nuer interest in modern education and in the
healing Christianity appeared to promise.?® The problem with these explanations is that it
is not always clear that the dynamics they identify were the causes for the spread of
Christianity rather than its outcome. What they downplay is another crucial historical
process that accelerated during the 1960s and shaped the way Christian knowledge
travelled and Churches operated in Nuer society: the emergence of a substantial class of
school-educated Christians who assumed positions in churches (either as pastors or, and
more often, volunteer evangelists), and were eager to spread the Christian message among
their communities, drawing on their new knowledge and ties with international or national

church institutions as a new strategy of entrepreneurship.?’

Notably, this process took place during—and arguably due to—a period of minimal direct
interaction with foreign missionaries. By 1977, following the coming to power of the
Derg, foreign missionaries left Gambella as well. Already in 1973, however, four Nuer
pastors were ordained, and oversaw new Presbyterian congregations in Nuer villages in
Gambella and the refugee camps.?® In addition, both Anuak and Nuer Presbyterian
churches in Gambella were incorporated into greater Ethiopian bureaucracies: they
became part of Bethel Church, which maintained its contact with the Presbyterian church
in the US and was itself integrated into the larger Ethiopian Evangelical Church of
Mekane Yesus.?” On the ground, the distinction between the Presbyterian Sudanese
churches, which organised as the Presbyterian Church of Sudan after the expulsion of
missionaries from Sudan,’® and the Ethiopian churches, formally, part Mekane Yesus,
remained blurred. Nuer moved freely between them as they migrated. But being part of a
national bureaucratic structure meant being part of an organisation with at least some

salaried positions, as well as global and national ties.

26 Hutchinson, Nuer Dilemmas, 312-7; Falge, *The Cultural Resilience’, 207-212.

27 Compare, on conversion among Uduk in the late 1960s: James, The Listening Ebony.

28 These were: John Kang, Peter Lual, Peter Pal and Moses Hoth. See: Gatdet Tang, The Rise of
Christianity, 33.

2 Interviews with Rachel (American missionary in Gambella, 1 August 2019), Ding Gach (20 December
2018) and Pastor Matthew (5 December 2018).

30 R. Werner, W. Anderson, and A. Wheeler, Day of Devastation, Day of Contentment: The History of the
Sudanese Church Across 2000 Years (Nairobi, 2000), 345.
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Similar processes of institutionalisation and localisation of churches took place across
southern Sudan in the decade following the end of Sudan’s first civil war and the 1972
Addis Ababa Peace Agreement. Like the Presbyterian Church, other southern churches
also set up independent local institutions after the expulsion of missionaries, and in 1965,
the Sudan Council of Churches was founded, as an ecumenical organisation uniting most
of Sudan’s Christian organisations. In the 1970s, after the first civil war came to an end,
the Council played a central role in attracting funds from international Christian donors
for reconstruction and aid.>! Meanwhile, churches in Sudanese towns and Gambella
became popular social centres for the growing numbers of youths who left their villages
and communities in search of education. The absence of missionaries notwithstanding,
therefore, the popular association of Christianity with education was consolidated. By the
1980s, whether in Sudan or Ethiopia, it became common for baptised school-educated

men to become volunteer evangelists within their communities.*?

Sudan’s second civil war and the social disruption and mass displacement into refugee
camps that it brought about only accelerated these trends. This is not, however, simply
because the war caused remarkable suffering and uncertainty, but because with fewer
opportunities for education in southern Sudan, on the one hand, and the opening of
refugee camps, on the other, it again created the perfect environment for the young
educated elite to share its knowledge with the wider community. Many of the children
who came to Itang refugee camp in Gambella sought education. In the camp, under the
auspices of the SPLA, churches assumed an unprecedented role in public life. Several
Sudanese denominations cooperated and worked with the SPLA, which effectively
controlled the camps, and coordinated not only prayers, rallies, mass baptisms and
celebrations,*® but also the provision of services and aid.** As far as most people were

concerned, churches provided education, to the extent that ‘church members and

31 Ibid., 342.

32 As Robbins argues, processes of ‘localisation’ of churches and religious revival support each other and
are crucial for transforming Christianity from the domain of a small vanguard of educated elites into a
community-wide religion. J. Robbins, Becoming Sinners: Christianity and Moral Torment in a Papua
New Guinea Society (Berkeley, 2004), 123-124.

33 Zink, Christianity and Catastrophe, 99-113.

3% A. De Waal and R. Omaar, Great Expectations: The Civil Roles of the Churches in Southern Sudan
(London, 1995).
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education became virtually inseparable.”®> According to one estimate, some 12,000

students attended schools ‘run jointly by the churches and the SPLA” in Itang.

Despite its supposed commitment to Marxism and its strategic alliance with the socialist
Derg regime in Ethiopia, by the late 1980s, the SPLA leadership came to cultivate a close
and mutually beneficial relationship with southern churches. In 1989, the New Sudan
Council of Churches (NSCC) was established as an ecumenical umbrella uniting several
southern denominations, both Catholic and Protestant, operating in territories controlled
by the SPLA. One of the main purposes of this new structure was to enable both southern
churches in rebel-held areas and the SPLA to access donor funding. Nominally the
‘spiritual wing of the movement’ and practically a new channel to access international
relief, the NSCC incorporated southern churches into the resource extraction machinery
of the SPLA.*” For church leaders, the benefit of this arrangement was access to resources
(though under the supervision of the SPLA) and humanitarian infrastructure (including
flights).>® For most southern civilians, the implication was a growing involvement of
churches in the provision of relief and social services in the refugee camps and later across

southern Sudan.

Seventh-day Adventism and the ‘day of the kume’

While Mekane Yesus represented the main Ethiopian church institution Nuer
incorporated themselves into, it was not the only one. The Seventh-day Adventist Church
was operating in Ethiopia’s southern highlands, in the town of Gimbie, since the 1920s.%°
It did not have any missions in Sudan and attempts to start work there during the 1950s
had failed.*® As the story is commonly told by elders in Gambella today, however,
sometime in the late 1960s, Mak Chuol Joak, a Nuer from Jikow working with the
imperial government, met with the leaders of the Seventh-day Adventist Church in Addis
Ababa. The latter were interested in expanding the operations of the church into

Gambella, to carry ‘the saving truth to the millions who were sitting in gross spiritual

35 A. De Waal, Food and Power in Sudan: A Critique of Humanitarianism (London, 1997), 82.

36 Werner, Anderson, and Wheeler, Day of Devastation, 396.

37 De Waal, Food and Power, 342-9; Ashworth, Voice of the Voiceless, 70.

3% De Waal, Food and Power, 347.

39'W. Truneh, Adventism in Ethiopia: The Incredible Saga of the Beginning and Progress of the Seventh-
Day Adventist Work in Ethiopia (Addis Ababa, 2005), 296.

40 Werner, Anderson, and Wheeler, Day of Devastation, 363.
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darkness.’#! Identifying an opportunity, Mak connected them with several educated South
Sudanese and Ethiopian Nuer: Peter Pal Panom, Reat Chuol Joak and John Joak Yul. The
three were taught the Adventist doctrine in Addis Ababa, baptised, and soon returned to

Gambella to begin organising a local mission.*?

Much like the Presbyterians, Seventh-day Adventists focused on education and medical
work as a means of spreading the gospel. ‘They called it a school in the beginning,’
Nyawech, a Gaa-jak elder who was among the first members of the Seventh-day
Adventist church in Gambella, explained. ‘A school and a hospital. This is how they
brought it out slowly, not as a church.’* In first few years of operations in Gambella, the
evangelists moved between several villages, until they established a church in
Nguangkea. An airstrip was cleared, allowing the Church to send medical aid by plane.
After the coming to power of the Derg, the flights stopped and the church moved to the
village of Luel, which was accessible by boat. A small school was opened there, clothes
were sent from Addis Ababa, and members cultivated a small farm.* In the following
years, more Seventh-day Adventist churches were established among Gaa-jak
communities in Gambella, and later across the border, in Sudan. Peter Pal was ordained
in 1983 and became the first Nuer Seventh-day Adventist pastor, while some young

members of the church received scholarships to study in Adventist colleges in Ethiopia.*

What made the Seventh-day Adventist Church exceptional was not its developmental
agenda or bureaucratic structure, but its sectarian attitude. Seventh-day Adventism
emerged in the mid-nineteenth century in the US out of a millenarian movement that

predicted that the Second Coming of Christ would occur in 1844.% After the date passed

4! Truneh, Adventism in Ethiopia, 316.

42 “Introduction and Development of the Seventh-day Adventist International Church in Gambella
Peoples’ National Regional State: A Brief History’, (n.d., on file with author). This is a document shared
with me by members of the Seventh-day Adventist church in Gambella. It is based on interviews with old
members of the church and was written for the occasion of the upgrade of Gambella to the status of a
“field’ in the Church’s structure, in 2018. The names of the individuals involved in the establishment of
the Seventh-day Adventist Church in Gambella, and broad outline of the events, have been recounted to
me by others in Gambella.

43 Interview with Nyawech Jok, 7 March 2019.

4 D. Reat, The Establishment and Expansion of the Seventh Day Adventist Church in Ludil/Luel Village
(1970-1991), BA thesis (Addis Ababa University, 2010).

4 Truneh, Adventism in Ethiopia, 317.

46 J. M. Buttler, ‘The Making of a New Order: Millerism and the Origins of Seventh-Day Adventism’, in
The Disappointed: Millerism and Millenarianism in the Nineteenth Century, ed. by R. L. Numbers and J.
M. Buttler (Knoxville, 1993), 190-208.
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and nothing happened (the ‘Great Disappointment’), some believers gathered behind a
young lady, Ellen G. White (1827-1915), a prolific writer recognised as possessing a
prophetic gift. White’s followers, who eventually formally organised to form the Seventh-
day Adventist Church, came to view themselves as God’s faithful end-time people: the
eschatological ‘remnant’ (Revelation 12:17) whose duty was to inform the followers of
other Christian denominations, who were deceived by false doctrines and institutions,
about God’s judgment, the events of the end times, and the Second Coming of Christ.
Though initially aiming to attract Christians from other Protestant denominations, by the
turn of the century American and European Adventists began to establish missions across

the world.*’

Suitably, it appears that the most powerful message the new church delivered to its
members in Gambella was that they had been duped by the Presbyterians. They were
made to pray on the wrong day of the week, a practice with potentially grave implications.
After all, a careful reading of the Scriptures indicates that God had never instructed men
to replace Sabbath with Sunday. While Sunday had already come to be known in the Nuer
language, under the influence of the missionaries, as the day of God (cdy-kuoth), Seventh-
day Adventists taught that it was made special not by God but by ‘the government’—
again, invoking the association of the kume with deception and trickery. Adventists were
to pray, as sanctioned by God, on cdp-lond, ‘the day of rest’, or better, ‘God’s day of rest’
(can-lond-kuoth), which other ‘Protestants’ (as Adventists referred to them) simply called
cdn-kda-bakel, ‘the sixth day’. When I asked Nyawech what was the ‘Word of God’ that

people taught when the church first arrived in Gambella, she explained:

The Word of God that people were preached was that people need to pray in
that day [Saturday], because the day we moved from [Sunday] was the day of
the government [cdn-kume]. You tell someone that this day [Sunday] is not
the day. This [Saturday], is the day of the laws [cdy-yutni, also referring to the
Ten Commandments]. The day we used to pray in until He [God] sent His
Son—that is it [that is the correct day]! This is ‘Seventh-day’ [The-ben Dey]!

[...] If you go with the wrong day, how can you trust yourself that ‘I will be

47 On this process, and the tension between the Church’s sectarian attitude and expansionist aspirations,
see S. Hoschele, Christian Remnant — African Folk Church: Seventh-Day Adventism in Tanzania, 1903-
1980 (Leiden, 2007).
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raised’ [bi ro ndth idi i bd ro jiec; raised from the dead during the Second

Coming of Christ]?*

Throughout the decades, the Seventh-day Adventist Church consistently maintained its
separation from other ‘Sunday’ denominations that adopted a more communal attitude. It
also rejected, as we shall see, the increasingly charismatic worshiping style of Protestant
churches. When Protestant and Catholic churches cooperated in Itang, Adventists usually
operated alone. They did not join the NSCC or any of the ecumenical organisations that
were formed in Ethiopia in the following decades. When members of Protestant churches
joined the Adventist church, they were re-baptised, by immersion. However, this
sectarian attitude did not prevent the church from becoming highly popular, particularly
among youths, who very often joined it despite the association of their families with other
churches. At the time of my research, the Seventh-day Adventist church was easily one
of the largest churches in Newland. It outnumbered most other Protestant churches and
had the largest number of branches in the neighbourhood. As we shall see, its emphasis
on literacy and close reading of the Scriptures, and its claim to have superior access to

the ‘truth’, only made it more attractive.

The political economy of the Nuer born-again revolution

A surge in the number of Nuer churches began in the late 1990s. It was driven by multiple
factors, the combination of which rendered Gambella the epicentre of this process. The
first was the coming to power of the EPRFD in 1991. This resulted in the opening up of
Ethiopia’s religious space, allowing protestant Churches to operate in the country with
fewer restrictions than ever before.*’ The second was the commencement of resettlement
programmes, which relocated South Sudanese refugees from Ethiopia and Kenya to the
US. Resettled Nuer soon began to link their relatives in Gambella with Evangelical
American churches, which opened up new avenues for support and incentivised the
establishment of new churches. The third factor was the presence of a large number of
Nuer students in Addis Ababa during the 1990s. This educated elite played a central role
in linking Nuer in the US and missionaries in Addis Ababa with communities in Gambella

region, an action which emerged as a popular form of frontier entrepreneurship. An

8 Interview with Nyawech Jok, 7 March 2019.
4 Haustein and @stebw, ‘EPRDEF’s Revolutionary Democracy’, 756.
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additional factor was the spread of Pentecostal doctrines, which inspired young
entrepreneurs to challenge established church hierarchies and establish their own

congregations.

These factors quickly encouraged defections from existing churches and the formation of
dozens of new ones. The doctrinal differences between most of these new Evangelical
churches were marginal, and their leaders often openly recognised that. The fact that
Christianity has already spread to become a community-wide religion by the 1990s and
that being a churchman already emerged as a respected way to serve one’s community,
access resources and forge international links meant that new churches did not usually
have to convince members to accept the Christian doctrine, but only to encourage them
to start worshipping (and paying their tithes and offerings) at a different church, which
promised better services, religious expertise and opportunities. The wider such new
churches spread, geographically and socially, the more likely it became that they will
break apart, with management quarrels leading some members to defect, seek alternative
patrons, and start new organisations. At least in their early stages, new churches
commonly operated, segmented, and spread through kin and community networks, and
competition and disputes over resources and leadership positions were not uncommon.
Falge and Hutchinson identified this process of division and the tensions arising from it
when it began to emerge about two decades ago. They referred to it as ‘segmentary
Christianity’, in reference to ‘traditional” Nuer political structures.’® This emphasis,
however, downplays the expansionist logic of Evangelical Christianity. While the kinship
structures can certainly help tracing the spread of Christianity and fission among churches
in Nuer society, the fact is that similar patterns of denominational schism are common
across the Protestant world,’! and therefore should not be viewed as an exclusively Nuer

phenomenon.

Several churches were established in Gambella with the explicit support of American
groups. In these cases, typically, Nuer who were resettled in the US connected with new
religious groups there, and then offered to link them up with their relatives back home for
the purpose of establishing new missions in Ethiopia and southern Sudan. That the civil

war in Sudan was commonly portrayed in Western countries as a battle between a brutal

50 Hutchinson, ’Spiritual Fragments’; Falge, *The Ethiopianisation’; Falge, *The Cultural Resilience’.
5! For example, in South Africa: Sundkler, Bantu Prophets, 43-53; Comaroff, Body of Power, 171-2.
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Islamic regime and marginalised Christians guaranteed the sympathy of American
Evangelical groups. For relatives back in Gambella, on the other side of the globe, such
collaborations meant access to resources (such as direct funding and donations to the new
church, scholarships, or special support for educational or humanitarian projects),
positions in the new institutions, as well as the respected position of custodians of the
Word of God. Some of the largest churches in Gambella were created through such
collaborations, mediated by resettled Nuer, including the Evangelical Covenant Church,

Evangelical Lutheran Church, and Trinity Lutheran Church.

The Evangelical Lutheran Church, for example, was ‘brought’ to Gambella by several
Gaa-jak men who were resettled to the US from Kenya in the 1990s. In 1997, they called
arelative in Addis Ababa, Matthew Riek, and proposed to collaborate and establish a new
church in Gambella. Born in Maiwut, South Sudan, Matthew joined the Presbyterian
Church as a young boy. In the 1980s, he moved to Itang and later to Gambella town, to
study. While in high school, he became an evangelist in Mekane Yesus, and in 1995 he
was ordained as pastor and sent to Addis Ababa by the church. When his relatives from
the US suggested starting a new church—in a phone call he described to me vividly more
than two decades later—he agreed. By 1998, the new church had branches in Newland,
the refugee camps of Dima and Pugnido, as well as Maiwut (South Sudan), and welcomed
its first American visitors. Support from the US, and consequently from Canada and
Australia as well, enabled the church to pay small salaries to pastors, develop the church

compound and send selected members to theology school.>?

In a number of other cases, new religious organisations were established when Nuer in
Addis Ababa decided to link with religious groups and missionaries there. These include
the Church of the Nazarene, Christian Temple Church as well as the Gospel of God
Church (‘Baba Johane’). The Church of the Nazarene, for example, an American Holiness
church, entered Ethiopia in 1992, immediately after the fall of the Derg. When its
missionaries met a few Nuer Ethiopians and South Sudanese—some, students, others, on
their way to the US—in Addis Ababa, they offered them to join the church. They were
invited to attend a Bible course (where they were taught, as one of them recalled, ‘how to

repent, why become a Nazarene and also why do you baptise’), and soon returned to

32 Interview with Pastor Matthew, 19 June 2019.
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Gambella to start organising churches in the refugee camps and Nuer areas. The Church
of the Nazarene had significant presence in Africa, and, like the Seventh-day Adventist
Church, a developed international bureaucratic structure and education facilities, which
guaranteed access to various opportunities for its members as well as occasional material
support. In 1999 the Church also purchased a boat, which groups of missionaries used for
several years to provide medical assistance and ‘plant’ new churches in South Sudan and

Ethiopia along the Baro and Akobo rivers.>?

It would be wrong, however, to reduce the spread of new churches to a race after
resources. While certainly attractive, external support was usually provided only for
special ‘projects’: schools and scholarships, new buildings, workshops, medical missions.
Even those churches with foreign patrons commonly raised funds for their ongoing
expanses locally, through tithes (wdl-wdli) and offerings (muc). Different churches
deployed different strategies and degrees of surveillance to guarantee funds are raised,
but all relied on them for their survival and development. And it was these locally raised
funds—often supplemented by support from private individuals and families from the
diaspora—that also enabled the emergence of numerous smaller and largely independent
Pentecostal churches since the early 2000s. As access to the Scriptures grew and, under
the influence of Pentecostals from across Ethiopia and Africa, the worshipping style of
youths became increasingly charismatic, religious entrepreneurs were able to ground their
authority in the Bible and the Holy Spirit even without any association with an

international church bureaucracy.

While numerous small and independent Pentecostal churches emerged in Gambella,
spearheading the Pentecostalisation of Nuer Christianity since the early 2000s has been
Christian Temple Church, formerly known as Crusaders Church. This church was perhaps
the most striking case of an organisation which, despite its claimed affiliation with a
larger movement, did not benefit from substantial external material support and
nonetheless grew quickly to become one of the most vocal and dominant forces in Nuer
Christian life. The church was established by Simon Deng, originally from Ulang, South
Sudan, who was in Addis Ababa in the late 1990s. After watching a film about Jesus, he

53 The paragraph is based on separate interviews with Simon Hoth (07 December 2018) and John Yien
(26 February 2019), as well as on: ‘Church History and Polity: Church of the Nazarene’, The Horn of
Africa Creative Leadership Institute (CLI), Addis Ababa, (on file with author).
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claims, he was inspired to establish a congregation in Addis Ababa for Nuer students. It
was started as a Presbyterian congregation, but when ‘the leaders of Presbyterian delayed
to come to us, then those of Christian Temple Church came and preach us and taught us...
we have got interest to work together with them, and that was my decision.”>* Although
the Nuer-led church was associated with the ‘highlander’ Christian Temple Church in
Addis Ababa (known as IMPACT Worship Center), it was not a part of an international

church bureaucracy.>’

Figure 10. Christian Temple Church, Newland.

Starting from 2000, Christian Temple spread quickly through Gambella, into South Sudan
and consequently to Nuer communities in Uganda, Kenya and Sudan as well. If the more
established churches initially sought to restrain Pentecostal practices like ecstatic
dancing, speaking in tongues or the practicing of miracles, and even punished dissenting
members, Christian Temple carried the Pentecostal flag with pride. ‘We demonstrate the
Holy Spirit here,” Deng told me. On Sunday mornings, the Church’s main compound, not
far from Gambella University, was always bustling with hundreds of men in colourful
suits, leather shoes and golden watches and women in African wax fabric dresses, and
the church hall, a long mud structure whose internal walls were always decorated with

colourful pieces of cloth and ribbons, was packed with sweating worshippers, its air filled

54 Interview with Simon Deng, 12 December 2018.

55 IMPACT Worship Center in Addis Ababa was affiliated with the International Ministries of Prophetic
and Apostolic Churches Together IMPACT) Network—an American group founded in 1995 by Apostle
John Eckhardt.

106



with whispers and cries. Youth members of the Church have become the prime producers
of Nuer gospel music, and their hits were popular across the community, including among
members of Sabbatarian churches. Ultimately, even churches like Mekane Yesus came
to tolerate the gradual Pentecostalisation of their services in order not to lose youth

members to other churches.

Partly as a response to the proliferation of Nuer churches, another religious movement
that emerged and was institutionalised in the late 1990s through engagements between
individuals in the refugee camps in Ethiopia and relatives in the US was the Ngundeng
movement. This movement focused on the songs and prophesies of Ngundeng Bong and
was underpinned by an ideology that regarded Jesus as God’s emissary to the white
people, not to the Nuer. This stance notwithstanding, institutionally, the movement
structured itself like any other church in Gambella as a hierarchical organisation that
comprised of groups of youths and elderly women led by several elder men (who were
even called ‘pastors’), was funded by members’ offerings, and ran weekly worshipping
programmes. The movement came to be known as the ‘Ngundeng Church’ (Luak Punden,
or ‘Ngundeng’s cattle byre’). Born-again youths often ridiculed Ngundeng followers,
claiming that they joined the movement solely because it allowed them to drink and
smoke, and some Christian elders expressed concerns that the movement would draw
youths away from Christianity. In practice, it was a rather marginal movement in
Gambella town, and prayers in Newland’s single Ngundeng church—held on Wednesday

mornings—were usually attended by not more than two dozen worshippers.

The coming of the Church of God

The Church of God emerged in Gambella during the period of born-again revival
described above, and its institutional genesis, like that of other churches, has been shaped
by the journeys of individuals across the region. However, it followed a rather different
path, both geographically and theologically. I first heard the story about how the Church
of God ‘came’ to Gambella from Panom Puk, whose own life history was closely linked
to the evolution of this institution.>® By the time we met, Panom was no longer a member

of this church. He has joined one of its latest local offshoots—Ahavat Yeshua Messianic

56 This narrative is based on a series of interviews with Panom as well as multiple other leaders and
members of the Church of God and other messianic groups in Gambella.
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Congregation—but was in the process of joining another Messianic Jewish congregation
elsewhere in Ethiopia due to disagreements with the leaders of Ahavat Yeshua. He did
not tell me all of that in our first meeting. We were sitting on a piece of wood in the quiet
compound of the Assembly of Yahweh. Established in the early 2000s, this used to be the
first compound of the Church of God in Newland, before internal rivalries led to its first
split. The compound was a large open space, with an unpainted church structure (a
cement-coated mud house), on which someone wrote in capitals letters: ‘JERUSALEM

CHURCH OF GOD (SEVEN) DAYS".

The Church of God (Seventh Day)—not to be confused with various Pentecostal groups
with similar names—originally emerged in parallel to the Seventh-day Adventist Church
in the US, in the second half of the nineteenth century, but its first leaders challenged
Seventh-day Adventists on several grounds.>” It has since then fractured into hundreds of
groups that bear similar titles and adhere to similar beliefs.’® The most central aspect of
the Church’s doctrine is strict observance of what is understood to be God’s Law. This
means observance not only of the Sabbath, but also of the Jewish festivals and Jewish
dietary rules. While the term ‘legalistic’ often carries a negative connotation in Christian
discourse, Church of God members, at least in Gambella, would accept it with pride: They
know the laws, and unlike ‘the Protestants’, obey them. Like the Seventh-day Adventist
Church, the Church adheres to an apocalyptic-millenarian faith, expecting the Second
Coming of Christ in the near future, though the two groups disagree on how precisely this
event will unfold. Like the Seventh-day Adventist Church too, it is a ‘remnant church’
with a highly sectarian attitude. By following Mosaic Laws and celebrating the Jewish
festivals, its members seek to emulate the faith and practices followed by the first Jewish

and gentile followers of Jesus Christ.

Several other important doctrinal issues are directly linked to the Church’s fundamentalist
attitude. Its name derives from the name used in the New Testament to describe the church
first formed by the apostles. Central to its teachings and doctrine are the writings of one
of its first elders, Andrew N. Dugger, including the books A History of the True Religion
Traced From 33 A.D. to Date and Bible Home Instructor. Crucially, unlike the Seventh-

STR. C. Nickels, 4 History of the Seventh Day Church of God (Neck City, 1973).
8 D. V. Barrett, The Fragmentation of a Sect: Schism in the Worldwide Church of God (New York,
2013).
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day Adventist Church, Church of God reject what Zionist Christians often call
‘replacement theology’, that is, the notion that Christians have replaced the Jews as God’s
chosen and that God’s covenant with Abraham is no longer valid. Thus, as for many other
Zionist Evangelical movements around the world, the Church of God doctrine ascribes
great importance to the Jewish people and the modern state of Israel in its eschatology,
and (in line with God’s promise to Abraham in Genesis 12:3 to bless whoever blesses
him) associates support of the state of Israel and the Jewish People with divine favour.
The Church claims to have its headquarters in Jerusalem, where Elder Dugger lived until

his death in 1975.

‘It was October 2001 when we started settling here,” Panom started recounting as we sat
down. As was often the case during interviews in Gambella, he spoke confidently about
the history of his church. Names of elders, dates of baptisms, conferences and annual
meetings were uttered far quicker than I could possibly follow or write down. It took me
longer, however, to figure out how his own life history fitted within these events.
Originally from Jikow, Panom moved with his family to Itang in 1986 due to fighting
between Anya-Nya II and SPLA troops around his village. There, as a young boy, he
joined the Seventh-day Adventist church, and was baptised. But when the SPLA
promised to take young boys for schooling in Kenya, Panom joined. In January 1991,
before the fall of the Derg and Itang’s evacuation, he left the camp, walking with SPLA
troops not to school in Kenya but to Sudan’s Eastern Equatoria. He was 14 at the time,
and spent the next years serving the southern rebel group as a member of the ‘Red
Army’—a label referring to minors conscripted by the SPLA—cooking, clearing roads
and constructing military barracks. When he finally arrived in Kakuma in 1995, Panom
re-joined the Seventh-day Adventist Church, which was already active in the camp and

drew members of various nationalities.

A Messianic Kenyan businessman who came to spend the Sabbath at the Seventh-day
Adventist church in Kakuma in early 1996 introduced a small group of Nuer and Dinka
believers, Panom among them, to the Church of God and its doctrine. His name, I was
told, was Mualimu Umondi. Following his encounters at the camp, Umondi connected
the curious Adventist refugees with another businessman, Njihia Kimani, and through the
latter, contact was made with Edward Macharia, one of the leaders and founders of the

Church of God in Kenya. Different groups affiliated with the Church of God have been
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active in Kenya since 1970. According to their members, they emerged after members of
several Kenyan Sabbath-keeping churches learned about the Church of God from
pamphlets and tracts, wrote to its leaders in Jerusalem, expressed interest in the Church’s
doctrine, and asked to join it. Edward Macharia was one of them. In late 1970, an elder
from Israel, Andy M. Shoemaker, was sent to baptise and ordain the first Kenyan
members of the Church of God.>® Disputes and splits over the following decades led to

the establishment of various groups associated with the Church in Kenya.

Figure 11. Children entering the Church of God on a dry season Sabbath.

In any case, following the encounters in Kakuma in 1996, Andrew N. Dugger’s books
were dispatched to the camp, and by August 1996, a group of over 40 Nuer and Dinka
refugees were baptised in Lake Turkana as members of the Kenyan Jerusalem (Seventh
Day) Church of God. Of this group, six were selected and ordained as elders: three Nuer
and three Dinka. Before the year was out, Panom was back in Maiwut, South Sudan, after
voluntarily leaving Kakuma under a UN repatriation scheme. He did not immediately
start preaching, however. In 1999, a relative of his, Tut Ruot, who also joined the Church
of God in Kakuma, followed Panom and returned to Gambella as well. Having spent more
time in Kenya, he was more familiar with the Church of God’s doctrine and already ‘knew

how to preach’. The two established a church in Lare, Ethiopia, and in June 2000, two

3 M. Khisha Makokha, The Call: A History of Church of God 7th Day in Kenya (Kenya, 2016).
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Kenyan elders, Edward and Francis Macharia, came to Addis Ababa to ordain them. The
Church of God’s doctrine spread through family members and traveling NGO workers,
and new congregations were soon formed in other parts of Gambella region, including
Gambella town and the refugee camps of Dima and Pugnido. I was told, for example, that
the church was first brought to Dima when one Eastern Jikény from Nasir (who joined

the Church of God in Gambella town) travelled to Dima to work with an NGO.

While members of other protestant churches also joined the Church of God, Seventh-day
Adventists were naturally the prime target of its preaching efforts and most prone to
accepting its message: they already recognised the holiness of the Sabbath but did not
observe it (for instance, they used money and cooked on Sabbath); the did not celebrate
Christian holidays, but also did not ‘know’ about the Jewish festivals; they understood
the Bible in a literal way and yet accepted ‘replacement theology’, denying the validity
of God’s covenant with Abraham and the importance of the Jewish People and Israel. By
1999, it should be noted, the Old Testament was translated into Nuer and began to
circulate. As the following chapter demonstrates, this also facilitated the spread of the
Church of God doctrine, particularly among ‘literalists’ who studied the Bible in search
of truths about the past, present and future. In at least two cases (in the villages of Liet
Nyaruach and Thorow), whole Seventh-day Adventist congregations decided to switch
to the Church of God.%° As Panom once told me: ‘It was the Seventh-day Adventists that

taught us to search for the truth.’

Fragmentation, defections and realignments

From the very beginning, the activities of the Church of God in Gambella were marred
by internal divisions and leadership quarrels. In the first years, these quarrels concerned
the naming of the church. Initially, the church was known as Jerusalem (Seventh Day)
Church of God, but due to misunderstandings between the members in Gambella and the
elders in Kenya (and between the elders in Kenya and those in Jerusalem), some Nuer
began to use the name Assembly of Yahweh as well. The church split into two camps,
with each calling for the registration of the church in Ethiopia under a different name. In

practice, the two camps were divided along community and citizenship lines: one group,

0 Notes, 15 July 2019.
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supporting the name Church of God, mainly comprised of individuals who resided in the
refugee camps and later spread into the South Sudanese areas of Nasir, Malakal, Juba,
Waat and Akobo. The Assembly of Yahweh group mainly comprised of Gaa-jak Nuer

and had its main congregations in Gambella town, Lare, Pagak and Maiwut.5!

The two groups split, though they continued to follow the same doctrine and maintained
their ties with the same elders in Kenya. The labyrinth of allegations that sustained the
tensions between them over the years could be the subject of a separate book. Attempts
at reconciliation have had limited impact, and the Assembly of Yahweh group (which
ultimately also abandoned this title and publicly referred to itself as Church of God as
well) remained considerably smaller. Further divisions in the Church of God followed the
same logic that drove defections and splits in other churches, with competing religious
entrepreneurs breaking away from an existing institution once they were able to secure
enough local or external support to sustain a new institution. However, in the case of
Messianic Zionist groups, quarrels had a salient doctrinal facet and repeatedly focused on

questions of links to Israel, the ‘real’ Jews and the ‘true’ church.

In 2009, the leader of the Church of God sought to link the group with a new movement
in Israel, led by an American Evangelical Zionist called Don Esposito. Esposito, himself
a former member of the Catholic Church, the Church of God (Seventh Day) and one of
its main offshoots, the Worldwide Church of God, settled in Israel in 2005. He claimed
that the daughter of Andrew Dugger, Naomi Dugger Fauth, asked him to take over the
leadership of the Jerusalem congregation of the Church of God, which had reportedly
been inactive since the 1980s. However, arguing that ‘uniformity of our basic beliefs and
faith in our Heavenly Father’s Word are what make us a member of the one and only true
congregation of Yahweh, not being on a church roll of one segregated Church of God
group,’ Esposito also established an independent international ministry, the Congregation
of Yahweh.®? Through this ministry, he started to support some of the older Church of
God congregations that operated in Kenya.®> When Church of God leaders in Gambella

learned about his activities through the internet, they reached out. ‘At the time we had our

61| draw here on discussions with individuals from both camps.

62 Don Esposito, ‘A.N. Dugger congregation is back after almost 20 years’, The Journal: News of the
Church of God, n.d., available at: http://www.thejournal.org/issues/issuel01/andugger.html.

%3 Don Esposito, ‘COG member visits CG7 descendants on Kenya trip’, The Journal: News of the Church
of God, n.d., www.thejournal.org/issues/issue73/esposito.html.
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sister congregations in Kenya, and they were the ones having tuned up with Jerusalem,’
one of the elders who led the initiative explained. “We hadn’t had any communication

with Jerusalem then.’%*

But not all members of the Nuer-led Church of God (operating, by then, in both Ethiopia
and South Sudan) agreed to switch sides and become affiliated with Elder Don’s ministry.
While quarrels over the leadership of the church in Gambella were certainly part of the
story, the ideological bone of contention was Esposito’s leadership and the use of the
sacred name, Yahweh. The Church of God split into two, with some members cooperating
with Don’s ministry as the Congregation of Yahweh, and the rest maintaining their ties
with the congregations in Kenya as the Church of God and claiming that Esposito was a
‘deceiver’. In April 2010, Esposito and the leaders of the new faction met in Addis Ababa,
and by 2012, three Nuer elders of the Congregation of Yahweh from Gambella were
invited to Israel for the first time. Following several such study trips to Israel, in 2015,
members of the Congregation established a ‘kibbutz’ at the outskirts of Newland, with
support from Israel, in order ‘to live a sanctified life,” separated from ‘the worldly
people’. Inspired by Esposito’s writing, the leaders of the group also began to claim that
the Nuer are one of the Lost Tribes of Israel and harboured hopes to be relocated from

their sanctified kibbutz to the Holy Land.

We return to these thorny and highly contested doctrinal issues and theories in greater
detail in subsequent chapters. Suffice to say here that the defection of the Congregation
of Yahweh and its apparent success in establishing ties with (what appeared from
Gambella as) a prominent religious leader in Israel caused a great deal of confusion
among the members of the Church of God in Gambella. For a short time, the loss of
members to the new Congregation of Yahweh led the Church of God and Assembly of
Yahweh to cooperate again, but new disagreements and quarrels soon brought this fragile
unity to an end. More importantly, some entrepreneurial church members still challenged
the Church of God leadership over the group’s questionable ties with elders in Jerusalem
and Jews ‘by blood’ in the Holy Land. After all, if ‘the truth comes from Jerusalem’, how
come they had no brethren there but only in Kenya? And if theirs is the ‘true church’,

how come it has no representation in the Holy Land?

% Discussion with Congregation of Yahweh elders, 24 December 2018.
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Figure 12. Observing the landscape in the Congregation of Yahweh’s kibbutz,

looking east across a small valley towards a part of the kibbutz called ‘Hebron’.

In February 2011, Church of God leaders gathered in Nasir, South Sudan for their annual
meeting, which was also attended by Elder Edward Macharia from Kenya. Much of the
discussion revolved around solving the conflict between the Church of God and
Assembly of Yahweh groups, but then the issue of the Church’s headquarters and links
in Israel also came up. Macharia suggested that money will be raised in order to send
representatives from Africa to Jerusalem, to construct a church and be based there. Chuol

Bol, at the time still a member of the Church of God, recounted:

The question was asked, ‘Was there no Church of God temple there in
Jerusalem?’ He said, ‘No’. We ask about the members [in Israel], and he said
there are no members. We asked, ‘Where did those who believe in Yeshua,
those who are Jews by blood, where do they pray?’ He said that those people
are not Church of God members. They pray as Messianic Jews members in
Jerusalem. They have different doctrine than Church of God, different system.
They are there. We asked: ‘Are they good believers?’ He said, ‘Yes, as we
know, they are Jews, they are good believers.” That history