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Introduction
Thy Kingdom Come on Earth

I knew terror by the age of five. By 1985, Soweto, my home, was engulfed 
in flames. African people had made the country ungovernable by resisting 
apartheid, a racial hierarchy that framed every aspect of our lives. The state 
had effectively incarcerated, exiled, or killed many leaders of the antiapart-
heid movement but even still had failed to stop the movement. The gov-
ernment had not expected clergy and church leaders, such as my father and 
his colleague Archbishop Desmond Tutu, to intervene, organize, and lead 
resistance efforts in Black townships such as Soweto. Between boycotts 
and protest met with state violence, African people set decades of colonial 
order ablaze. The repercussions for rebelling against a colonial order were 
unbearable. The state sent the military to our townships, infiltrated politi
cal organizations with informants, shut off the water supply intermittently, 
and cut off electricity. Police entered our home on horseback, threw tear 
gas at me as I played in our backyard, and even detained my father for short 
stints. These hardships did not keep my parents from writing subversive 
documents, distributing banned books, and smuggling information and 
people to political camps outside of South Africa. My parents pressed on 
and consistently brought politically active religious leaders from as far as 
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Zimbabwe, Zambia, and even the United States to organize against apart-
heid. And yet through all of the political turmoil and violence, we found 
ways to survive, create normalcy, and dream of a different future.

In my family, bedtime stories countered chaotic life in Soweto. Sto-
ries recounted from children’s books, created in the moment, or drawn 
from family histories not only offered an escape from the present but also 
served as the very space to imagine an alternative. My parents bookended 
our nightly story-time ritual with powerful prayers that carved out audi-
ble spiritual spaces of refuge, palpable sanctuaries against the sounds of 
gunshots, the sight of our homes alight, and the lingering caustic, peppery 
odor of tear gas. One night our prayers were pierced by the portentous wail 
of a young activist’s cry: “Tima mabone” (Turn off the lights)!

The activist’s words brought my neighborhood to a standstill. Dark-
ness enveloped our street as families hid the illegal makeshift wiring that 
brought electric current into our house so as to avoid detection by the 
swiftly approaching security branch. We said our prayers in the dark that 
night. We prayed for freedom; the hope for freedom was our only sacred 
light. Though this all unfolded when I was very young, my memory of that 
night brings into sharp view the function and power of faith when endur-
ing life under something as harrowing as apartheid.

A few months later, I was forced to flee South Africa without my par-
ents. Intel from another young activist had been given to my parents and 
detailed the unthinkable. My parents’ names and my own name were found 
on a hit list. This threat reflected a stage in the country’s upheaval when the 
government attempted to silence leaders by assassinating their families, es-
pecially their children. Children often became casualties during the 1980s 
and 1990s even after there was an international outcry because of the 1976 
Soweto Uprising, when the government killed hundreds of schoolchil-
dren as they protested inequitable education. Somehow the government 
had picked up on my parents’ activism even though it was often assumed 
that church leaders remained apolitical. My parents, however, drew their 
commitment to social justice from previous Christian leaders who felt 
that their faith compelled them to fight for freedom. Black Christians peti-
tioned God for his kingdom to come “on earth as it is in heaven,” a promise 
of freedom that a wider community of South African Christians had clung 
to for generations. Indeed, these clergy’s faith-inspired activism was not 
new and did not begin in the 1980s but instead continued a century-old 
tradition of clergy leaders and other South African Christians declaring, 
envisioning, and working toward a kingdom on Earth that upheld their 
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birthright to be free. Kingdom Come tells this little-known preapartheid 
history, when politically conscious Christians believed that the petition 
for God’s kingdom to come was equal parts prayer and mandate. In doing 
so, they forged a politics of freedom within the church that was as spiritual 
as it was political, laying the foundations for clergy such as my father, Tutu, 
and many others to reclaim South Africa in the postapartheid period as a 
moral project and not just a nation-building one. Black clergy, church lead-
ers, and Christians in South Africa and beyond worked together long be-
fore the antiapartheid movement to counter segregationist practices that 
later became established as apartheid.

Dreams of freedom seemed unattainable in a world where racial sub-
jugation loomed large. Black Christians’ passion for freedom was often 
ignited by struggles within their own denominations, where they experi-
enced structural racism more intimately. Much of this conflict was part of a 
larger response to watershed moments in Western imperialism, beginning 
in 1884 with the partitioning of Africa at the Berlin West Africa Conference 
and ending with World War I and the establishment of the League of Na-
tions. In South Africa, the British and the Dutch had organized their own 
colonies. The British implemented antislavery policies and anglicized as 
they established the Cape Colony in 1806; threatened, the Dutch left the 
region, forging a trek to the interior. The Afrikaners established the Trans-
vaal and Orange Free State as their own colonies, an expression of growing 
Afrikaner nationalism. A decade later in 1846, the British cemented their 
presence through the Colony of Natal. Direct conflict came decades later 
with the discovery of and competition over diamonds and gold, one of the 
many impetuses for the Anglo-Boer Wars.1 Almost a decade after the war, 
the Afrikaners signed the Treaty of Vereeniging, a symbol of reconciliation 
between the British and the Afrikaners that established a unified govern-
ment. The all-white officials representing the Union of South Africa rec-
onciled British/Afrikaner differences by crystalizing competing types of 
segregation in Cape Colony, the Colony of Natal, and the Transvaal and 
Orange River colonies, codifying the segregationist policies in the new 
government’s legal system. Much of this legislation, especially the Land 
Act of 1913, dispossessed Africans of their land, relocated them into co-
lonial ghettos, and restricted their mobility. And while Africans grappled 
with new material realities, their loss of land also meant the dislocation of 
their spiritual practices, an existential crisis.

During the interwar period, the South African government established 
a new racial taxonomy that essentialized Blackness by classifying certain 
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multiethnic Africans as “Coloured” or of “mixed race.” Faced with this Eu
ropean authoritarianism, African Christians strategized their response 
through the belief in God’s promise that his kingdom could come in the 
here and now. Their vision for freedom insisted on its manifestation if not in 
their country then at least in their churches. This was collectively exempli-
fied when South African Christians seceded from European-run churches 
ten years after Africa was officially partitioned by Europeans. This move-
ment experienced the most growth just after the turn of the twentieth 
century, when Africans boldly created African-initiated churches under 
the banner of “Ethiopianism,” including the Ethiopian Church, the African 
Church, and the Ethiopian Catholic Church in Zion, among others. The 
spiritual freedom that Black Christians cultivated produced future genera-
tions of clergy who, like Tutu, would serve as the bedrock of the antiapart-
heid movement. This freedom, I suggest, was rooted in the charge recited 
in the Lord’s Prayer. The church leaders who catalyzed these shifts in Black 
religious life often were politically progressive and sometimes even radi-
cal but regularly relied on the Lord’s Prayer to envision their politics. They 
included clergy, clergy wives, lay leaders, political organizers, community 
leaders, and local elders. Some were educated at local mission schools. 
Others studied at prestigious institutions in Europe and North America. 
Still others were working-class Blacks who were domestics and garden-
ers or had jobs at port city wharfs, railroads, and mines. Yet, across class 
and cultural milieux, they shared a common animating spirit in that their 
Christian faith drove their quest for freedom, their fight against darkness.

While the petition “kingdom come” became a revolutionary charge at 
home in South Africa, it also extended outward through the African di-
aspora and became a transnational response to oppressive political con-
ditions globally. Many of these Christians found common cause with 
believers all over the world who were also facing racial persecution under 
European colonial domination. From South Africa to Zimbabwe and 
Kenya and on to the United States, Canada, and the circum-Caribbean, 
these people recognized their shared experiences of colonialism and white 
supremacy. As South Africans sought to worship and establish their own 
churches beyond paternalistic forms of white missionary supervision, 
Black Christians abroad shared similar experiences that cast dark shad-
ows in the history of Christianity. Both the African Methodist Episcopal 
Church and the African Orthodox Church are examples of the way Blacks 
in South Africa and the United States forged their own sites of autono-
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mous worship to combat their experiences of white supremacy. First es-
tablished in the United States before taking root in South Africa, these US 
churches were composed of a mix of northern Black communities mingled 
with southern Blacks seeking refuge from the grip of Jim Crow and West 
Indian immigrants fleeing the collapsed sugar industry, hurricanes, and 
famine of their home islands. Together these transnational Christian com-
munities, composed of South Africans, African Americans, and West Indi-
ans, created their own churches outside of white-run denominations, thus 
institutionalizing their desire for self-determination. In the 1920s, as some 
South Africans came to recognize the theological outlook they shared with 
US-based Christians, they sought connections despite the limitations of 
Black mobility on both sides of the Atlantic. Ironically, in the case of South 
Africans the assigned racial status of “Coloureds” actually granted some of 
them greater mobility than other Africans to travel to the United States, 
because the state did not imagine “Coloureds” to be part of Black politics. 
Radical Coloureds with the means to do so often relied on their privilege 
to travel and to forge relationships that linked them to other Africans and 
to African Americans in principally Christian networks.

Black Christians in South Africa had a similar transnational solidarity 
with Christians living in colonial Southern Rhodesia and Kenya. As Blacks 
in Southern Rhodesia and Kenya waded through their own consequences 
of colonial racism, institutionalized through the same British Land Act of 
1913 that affected South Africans, they, too, saw land reclamation as a critical 
path to freedom. Africans turned to God to light pathways of resistance as 
they faced various kinds of land dislocation. Ethiopianists in Southern Rho-
desia who sought to organize churches found themselves on the edges of cit-
ies facing the daunting realization that they couldn’t build, much less gather, 
congregations in such marginalized spaces. Christians in Kenya who refused 
to accept land dispossession as a new colonial reality organized themselves 
to reclaim their land and create their own churches and schools outside of the 
purview of the European missionaries who ran these institutions. But when 
they joined the transnational network of Black Christians already linking the 
United States to South Africa, Christians in Southern Rhodesia and Kenya 
made this alliance specifically to defy missionary-imposed assimilative prac-
tices, even as British colonialism took hold in East Africa. Alongside South 
Africans and African Americans, Kenyan and Southern Rhodesian Chris-
tians helped imagine and circulate this larger vision of Black freedom predi-
cated on God’s promises for redemption in a dark world.
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REIMAGINING THE AFRICAN CENTER

In the early to mid-twentieth century, South African Christians built and 
relied on a transnational network of Christians that drew persecuted Black 
people from across the diaspora to church; once there, they imagined free-
dom with no bounds. In reconstructing the lives, communities, and radical 
social visions of these men and women of faith—Tutu’s predecessors—I 
show how transnational religious movements destabilized imperial forms 
of racialization and imagined freedom in and through church formation. 
Kingdom Come integrates scholarship on the field formation of the African 
diaspora; the history of racialization, particularly in South Africa; and reli-
gious expression, with work on Pan-Africanism, African nationalism, and 
Black liberation to assert that politically inspired religious and ecumenical 
radicalism begin long before it is traditionally imagined.

Kingdom Come positions Africa as a central site of discussion; it makes 
Africa much more than a site of dispersal in our understanding of diasporic 
religious studies, specifically, and diaspora studies more broadly. In this 
story, South Africans are the central point from which African Christians 
defined freedom on not only a local level but also a grander scale of transna-
tional uplift. This history provides a way to contend with broader concerns 
about the place of Africa within field formation in African diaspora stud-
ies. Indeed, pioneering scholars such as Colin Palmer, Ruth Simms Ham-
ilton, Paul Tiybeme Zeleza, Michael A. Gomez, Patrick Manning, Carol 
Boyce Davies, Kim Butler, and Robert Trent Vinson, among others, have 
posed critical questions about Africa’s positionality within the diasporic 
framework. Africa is at the center of Kingdom Come; the book captures 
visions of freedom in South Africa, Kenya, and Zimbabwe and highlights 
the routes of dissemination from Africa to the West. Many scholars of the 
diaspora have focused on the opposite, the movement of ideas from the 
West to Africa. This work insists on illustrating the creative measures of 
faith that Africans relied on as they fought for liberation.

South African Christians’ contribution to the country’s politics are 
often retold through the lens of a historical metanarrative predicated on 
white oppression and Black resistance, with limited attention to the com-
plex logic of race. Kingdom Come complicates the history of race in South 
Africa by telling the story of Africans who were classified as “Coloured” 
by the state. This book contributes to a burgeoning scholarship that inter-
rogates “Coloured” identity in South Africa, accounting for more expan-
sive Blackness on the continent. My examination of the colonial logic of 
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race extends discussions by Zimitri Erasmus, Mohamed Adhikari, Vivian 
Bickford-Smith, Ian Goldin, Saul Dubow, James Muzondidya, and Zoë 
Wicomb, all of whom labored in different ways to provide histories of “Co-
loured” people while not always actively defining what was meant by the 
term.2 My work defines the shifting contours of the term as defined by 
the state. But it also suggests that these South African Christians are the 
most representative of the modern African diaspora, in all the ethnic and 
spatial diversity that the identity encompasses.

The heart of Kingdom Come is a story of faith and the way it was em-
ployed for societal transformation. The book contributes to the scholarship 
on African diaspora religions by highlighting the impact of movement and 
migration on religion but, unlike most of the literature, centers on Chris
tianity, an understudied theme within diaspora studies. Kingdom Come 
is indebted to the work of such scholars as George Shepperson, James T. 
Campbell, Robert R. Edgar, Morris Rodney Johnson, Joel Cabrita, Isabella 
Mukonyora, Afe Adogame, Michael A. Gomez, Yolanda Covington-Ward, 
Ras Michael Brown, and Tracey E. Hucks, among others, who developed 
our understanding of religion but also veered outside of the Abrahamic 
tradition.

Kingdom Come is about Christians who were engaged in various forms 
of racial uplift. Yet in many ways, the racial uplift ideology that these Afri-
can Christians embraced was much more complicated than that defined 
by the largest Black mass movement of the time, led by Marcus Garvey’s 
Universal Negro Improvement Association, that was an important feature 
and influence within these communities. Many members of these commu-
nities interpreted Garvey’s call for freedom as one in which they would liber-
ate and govern themselves. Garvey scholars such as Tony Martin, Rupert 
Lewis, Robert A. Hill, Claudrena N. Harold, Ula Taylor, Mary G. Rolin-
son, Adam Ewing, Natanya K. Duncan, Asia Leeds, and especially Robert 
Trent Vinson map the establishment of Garveyism worldwide, offering in-
sight on transnational and regional working-class politics across the globe. 
Vinson’s work is deeply instructive to my understanding of the ways Gar-
veyism and, more broadly, Black nationalism circulated in South Africa but 
also remained hidden from the government. My work builds on Vinson’s 
scholarship by highlighting further that Africans had already constructed 
their own visions of freedom well before they learned of the Garvey move-
ment. Indeed, Africans did not simply depend on African Americans to de-
fine freedom; rather, they found resonance across diasporic lines. This book 
also stands in line with recent studies by scholars such as Adom Getachew 
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and Quito Swan that show how liberation struggles engaged Black interna-
tionalism against colonial rule.3

South Africans both imagined and enacted their visions of freedom by 
cultivating global Christian networks that shaped the Black Christian land-
scape on the African continent and beyond. By focusing on South Africa as a 
politically generative place in a global diasporic context, I shift how scholars 
see, reference, and engage South Africa(ns), which tends to be exclusively 
through the lens of apartheid. Taking up the work of people of faith who 
fought against racial domination and violence long before the apartheid era, 
before the name Nelson Mandela was known around the world as a symbol 
of anticolonial struggle, this book is a call to consider South Africa and South 
Africans on their own terms. Black Christians in the first half of the twentieth 
century were searching for freedom, which they thought might only be sum-
moned in a prayer for God’s kingdom to come. That search extended to places 
and contexts outside of South Africa even as its leaders maintained that the 
country and its people needed to be the locus for that freedom movement 
going forward. Their stories establish the centrality of Pan-African mobiliza-
tion in South African freedom struggles in ways that disrupt our familiar nar-
rative of the South African and diasporic past during this period.

COLOURED, THE RECONSTRUCTED NON-AFRICAN

I also give sharp relief to the evolving and sometimes elusive practice of 
race making particularly in South Africa, where race governed all aspects of 
life. This exercise complicates the white/Black racial binary by considering 
the construction of “Coloured” identity. The divisive term “Coloured” en-
compassed people classified as “mixed race” by the colonial society. It was 
a racial description that eventually became codified by law.4 “Coloured” 
identity operated as an essentialized racial intermediary status between 
white and Black. Yet, it was much more. The term “Coloured” was the 
government’s attempt to maintain uniform definitions of race as migra-
tion seemingly created a constant state of flux. As the government solidi-
fied its racial classification system, people, particularly immigrants, did 
not easily fit into the government-prescribed racial categories. The lack of 
uniformity made it difficult for administrators to define the group. Fur-
ther, it reflected the larger impossibility of establishing a scientific or sys-
tematic basis of racial classification in South Africa or elsewhere, for that 
matter. Race was (and continues to be) socially constructed.5 Interestingly, 
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the term “Coloured” included KhoiSans, Camisas, and Griquas but also 
Asians, Chinese, Indians, Malays, Indonesians, Malagasies, and English-
speaking Blacks from the United States, West Africa, and the Caribbean, 
among many others. By tracing the oscillating and inconsistent definitions 
of “Coloured” identity over time, the fabrication of racial categories such 
as “Coloured” becomes overwhelmingly evident. The term’s ethnic and ra-
cial capaciousness, as imposed by the government, was meant to connote 
that people defined as “Coloured” were something other than African. This 
ambiguous positionality, which obscured ethnic and racial distinctions, 
yielded relative privilege because “Coloured” presumed a distance from 
African identity and a proximity to whiteness even as many politically ac-
tive Coloureds defined themselves as African.

GEOGRAPHIES OF THE BLACK ARCHIVE

Many characters fill this book, most of whom were classified as “Coloured” 
for one reason or another. Sometimes their classification was a direct result 
of their multiethnic heritage or because they are English-speaking Blacks 
from afar or simply because they travel well beyond the continent. A South 
African priest of the African Orthodox Church is one such example. Dan-
iel William Alexander, who was identified as Coloured, found spiritual and 
political comradery as an African church leader in a larger global move-
ment against white supremacy. His records show up all over the world, 
including Zimbabwe, Kenya, the United States, and the United Kingdom. 
Similarly, histories of the Ethiopian Church are accounted for in the public 
records of the United Kingdom. Indeed, the church shows up in multiple 
intelligence agencies in the United States and Britain, and sometimes the 
records bear traces of resistance movements among people of African de-
scent worldwide. If we read each collection separately these records appear 
fragmented, but collectively they reflect the ways global networks of the 
African diaspora operated as a cross-continental archive of Black political 
organizing just waiting to be fully illuminated.

PRACTICES OF FAITH AND FREEDOM

Kingdom Come begins by providing the racial context of segregation-
ist South Africa. The book moves beyond a history focused on a white/
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Black racial binary to highlight the place of “Coloured” identity within a 
colonial racial matrix that the state continuously reshaped in an attempt to 
thwart African efforts of solidarity. Chapter 1 asserts race as a technology 
that is always building upon itself, stripping subjects of their humanity as 
it squeezes them into senseless categories to ensure the state’s capitalist 
projects of coloniality. The chapter provides a historical context for the 
creation and evolution of the term “Coloured” as it traces the shifting legal 
and social status of the categorization. This term was much more than a 
racial description for “mixed race,” as the South African government de-
fined it from the segregationist period through the apartheid era. Instead, 
the chapter suggests that “Coloured” identity needs to be historicized as 
a colonial enterprise that used race making to maintain order. The con-
sequence of these racist political frameworks was the collapsing of mul-
tiple identities and histories that then became invisible, an essentialism 
imposed by the state. Africans categorized as “Coloureds” had a relative 
advantage over other Africans, including increased mobility. “Coloureds” 
sometimes relied on these advantages to galvanize creative forms of resis
tance against a government that was crystalizing the racial hierarchy foun-
dational to apartheid.

Chapter 2 introduces Ethiopianism, the secessionist movement that 
established African-initiated churches in South Africa. This chapter en-
gages the spiritual and political convictions that African church leaders 
expressed while being attentive to the ways this pan-ethnic movement 
redefined the meaning of Black solidarity, particularly in the South Afri-
can context. The chapter’s focus on “Coloured” identity provides an op-
portunity to witness the ways Africans, whom the government defined 
as “Coloured,” sometimes leveraged this colonial identity to disrupt the 
missionary enterprise for the sake of their freedom. The discussion dem-
onstrates just how fraught the term was when some African clergy catego-
rized as “Coloured” used it to position themselves above other Africans as 
the movement became more fragmented.

Chapter 3 highlights the work of Charlotte Manye (Maxeke) and 
her sister Kate Manye as they envisioned the future of African-initiated 
churches beyond the Ethiopian movement by connecting them with the 
African Methodist Church, an American church with a similar history of 
secession. These women placed South African theologies within an inter-
national framework. This chapter suggests that the Manye sisters’ migra-
tory existence—which took them from Uitenhage to Kimberly to London, 
then to the United States, and finally back to South Africa—allowed them 
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to imagine a pan-ethnic religious experience that could become a promis-
ing platform for Black freedom worldwide. The Manye sisters had distinct 
skills and privileges that set them apart. These sisters’ experiences forged 
new and increasingly important connections between South African and 
US-based Ethiopian movements, connections that would facilitate a 1920s 
racial uplift movement in both countries.

Chapter 4 uncovers the multifaceted layers of training and leadership 
that helped establish churches as part of the racial uplift movement in the 
1920s. This chapter traces the paths of West Indian leaders, traveling from 
the circum-Caribbean to the United States, and is attentive to different 
kinds of training these church leaders took advantage of on their travels. 
This movement allowed them to build migrant communities in the United 
States and reconstitute new church structures. These multiple diasporas of 
people and ideas gave way to the Universal Negro Improvement Associa-
tion and related organizations rooted in Black agency.

Chapter 5 suggests that the 1920s racial uplift movements led to the 
formation of new forms of Black religious expression. In particular, the 
chapter documents the establishment of the African Orthodox Church 
in North America. While it was a religious offshoot of Garveyism, it also 
functioned on its own terms such that, unlike Garvey’s movement, it ac-
tually reached the shores of the African continent. The creation of this 
church, I argue, is a testament to the impact of the circulation of ideas 
within the global freedom struggle.

Chapter 6 tracks the remarkable growth of the African Orthodox 
Church in South Africa and Southern Rhodesia. This chapter positions 
that expansion as the culmination of transnational correspondence, organ
izing, and travel by Black Christian leaders such as Daniel William Alex-
ander, whose highly effective actions were nonetheless limited by colonial 
surveillance that forced him to be wary of state reprisals.

Chapter 7 examines the different ways Africans advocated for and im-
plemented spaces of agency in establishing their own African-run churches 
and seminaries, wherein we see the first earnest rumblings of a new kind 
of African anticolonial politics animated by the joint concerns of faith and 
freedom. Across their different race-based colonial and segregated con-
texts, Black Christians in South Africa, the Caribbean, the United States, 
and Kenya understood the shared injustice they faced from the perspective 
of a morally pure and ethically righteous Jesus Christ. They examined mo-
ments in Jesus’s ministry to inspire them. These Black Christians were com-
mitted to a savior who confronted corruption in the overturning of tables. 
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They clung to a Jesus who spoke truth to hypocrisy. They believed that this 
savior was the king of the kingdom of God that they ultimately sought. So, 
they worked for a new world order and prayed together. This shared prayer, 
which called for God’s kingdom to come, united them across space and 
reflected their singular mission. The spiritual, they believed, had earthly 
implications that could dismantle the religious, social, economic, and po
litical insidiousness of segregation and colonialism. My father believed the 
same. The night that I listened to my bedtime story in the dark, my father 
lent me his faith. His theology insisted that hope coupled with activism 
would eventually overcome the evil fibers of apartheid. Turning to the his-
torical record makes clear that a generation of Black Christians were fore-
bearers to my parent’s faith and politics, igniting his convictions and those 
of many others in the antiapartheid movement. They lit his spiritual path. 
And so, Black Christians in the early twentieth century turned their sanc-
tuaries into freedom-striving spaces, spaces for organizing against white 
supremacy, enacting refuge, and strategizing anticolonial freedom as the 
fullest expression of God’s will. It was in the church, here understood as 
an incubator of activism, often as hidden from the state as they were from 
the archive, that the practices of faith were irrevocably fused to the poli-
tics of freedom in ways that would shape Black African politics going 
forward.
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