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ABSTRACT:  
The land reform programme in Zimbabwe has been evaluated from a 
number of perspectives, for instance, by historians, social scientists, 
agronomists and political analysts.  The present study provides a 
theological reflection on the contentious issue of land reform in 
Zimbabwe.  Many weird happenings have taken place in the agrarian 
history of the country, beginning roughly from the momentous year 
of the land ‘invasions’ in 2000. The contemporary Christian churches 
are at a crossroad and given their diversity, the earliest views were 
unclear and watchfully cautious. The lukewarm attitude was largely 
dictated by the fear of the possibility of inviting unspecified reprisals 
from the machinations of the State. The study argues that, 
theologically speaking, the churches were ensnared up with a heavy 
culpable conscience for back-tracking their historical responsibility as 
prophetic voices for the voiceless in society. The study further asserts 
that as Zimbabwe's myriad of crises continued to escalate in scale and 
scope, due to the thorny land reform programme, the Christian 
churches re-considered their existential mandate. They progressively 
transformed themselves into a determined force ready to get face-to-
face with ‘Babylon’, the evil and symbolically the ‘antichrist. Thus, the 
study has established that some of the current voices and actions of 
the Christian churches constitute an emerging theological paradigm of 
liberation in light of the deepening woes in Zimbabwe today. 



AFRICANA                                                                                                 JUNE/JULY 2012 

 

 
 

VOL. 6, NO. 1                                                                                                              70 

 

Introduction  
 
The agrarian revolution or land reform programme has been known 
by several names in the political discourses in Zimbabwe. Chief 
among them are: the Third Chimurenga (the struggle for liberation), 
chirongwa chejambanja (the fast-track programme) and hondo ye minda 
(war for the restoration of land). Nevertheless, what seems to be 
common in these names is that the land reform programme is a 
product of the historical grievances which emerged on account of 
colonialism in Zimbabwe. 
 

The study is an appraisal on some of the views and actions of 
the Christian churches in Zimbabwe in the context of the 
contemporary land reform programme. On the onset, it must be 
mentioned, however, that beginning from the colonial era, the history 
of the land question that has climaxed into contemporary events 
continues to be hotly contentious. Reflecting on some of the views of 
the Christian churches on the land reform exercise in Zimbabwe, the 
study highlights some of the strengths and challenges that the 
Christian churches have experienced between February 2000 and 
March 2008.This was a momentous period for the country, as 
Zimbabweans had gone through a spate of four landmark national 
elections, notably in 2000, 2002, 2005 and the harmonised elections of 
March 2008. 
 

First and foremost, the notions of ivhu kuvanhu, that is, land to 
the landless, has always been a sensational electoral cry to contending 
political stakeholders in the Zimbabwean context. Principally, the 
ZANU (PF) party has used the contentious land question for political 
mileage in all the successive national elections in and after 2000. Early 
on, ZANU (PF) politicians coined a number of electoral slogans to 
portray land as the key issue in Zimbabwe. The ZANU (PF) 
propagandists claimed that, for instance, ‘land is the economy and the 
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economy is the land.’1 In 2002 Josiah Hungwe, as ZANU (PF) 
provincial Governor of Masvingo claimed, thus ‘God created 
Zimbabwe for Zimbabweans and the land therefore belongs to us, we 
should therefore defend it at any cost.’2  Central to ZANU (PF)’s 
nationalist and patriotic argument was the cry that from the dawn of 
colonial rule in 1890, the white settlers ‘stole’ the land from the 
indigenous blacks and forced them to live in overcrowded ‘reserves’ 
in the poor communal lands.3

 
  

In order to get the electoral support from a confused 
population across the country, ZANU (PF) politicians swayed 
Zimbabweans through some dubious means. Firstly, ZANU (PF) used 
jambanja (violent force) to coerce the ordinary people to vote out of 
fear.  The study, however, established that jambanja in the end worked 
to discredit ZANU (PF) and made it unelectable over the years after 
2000. Secondly, ZANU (PF) tried to use the emotive power of jingles 
(music) by appropriating certain religious themes to sway the 
ordinary people. In particular, the Ministry of Information and 
Publicity, which was headed by Professor Jonathan Moyo, repeatedly 
released some jingles which echoed Biblical stories of creation and 
liberation.  For instance, in one of the most popular jingles a deep 
narrator’s voice reminiscent of most Biblical documentaries set a scene 
like, thus: 

                                                 
 
1 D. Moore, ‘Is the land the economy and the economy the land? Primitive 
Accumulation in Zimbabwe’ in Journal of Contemporary African Studies, Vol. 
19/2(2001), 253. 
2 S. Mpunga, W. Jekemu and Guswa (eds) Land: Facing the Millennium 

Challenges in Unity and Hope, Harare: Konrad Adenauer Foundation, 2004. 
3 W. H. Shaw, ‘They Stole Our land: Debating the Expropriation of white 
farms in Zimbabwe’ in Journal of Modern African Studies, Vol.41/1(2003), 75. 
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  ‘In the beginning was land. As it was in the beginning, so 
shall it always be. Welcome to Zimbabwe, we are always down to 
earth! Such jingles were broadcasted on State Radio and Television to 
sway the people so that they might vote for ZANU (PF). It must be 
noted that the jingles recast the Creation story in the book of Genesis 
in the Old Testament and ideologically linked to the land question in 
Zimbabwe. The hope was that such music would appeal to a wide 
range of people since about 90% of Zimbabweans claim to be 
Christians. In fact, about 90% of the respondents during the 2000 Draft 
Constitutional hearings preferred Zimbabwe to be declared a 
Christian country. In addition, through an appropriation of some 
religious themes, President Mugabe gradually developed his own 
theology of land where God set aside Zimbabwe as a sacred space for 
black people. In fact, President Mugabe re-enforced the Pan African 
ideology of ‘Africa for Africans’ and asserted that it was God’s plan 
that blacks in Zimbabwe should re-possess their land. Mugabe (2001), 
as cited in Chitando (2005:225), borrowed insights of liberation 
theology to justify a radical approach to the land reform programme, 
thus 
 

‘And for you specifically as church leaders, you must face one 
fundamental question. What are Christians supposed to do 
when they live under an unjust system which claims to b e 
Christian, to be Godly? What do we tell God’s oppressed 
people, what do we tell the ‘purchased people’? What do we 
tell the widows, the needy, the fatherless, the landless? What 
form does Christian witness take in such circumstance? 

 
 

The foregoing insight is significant in as far as it shows that 
ZANU (PF) politicians sought some Christian themes to portray the 
land question in Zimbabwe as a battle between the forces of 
righteousness and those of darkness. Clearly, Mugabe’s ZANU (Pf) 
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government was effectively re-writing the history of chimurenga 
(struggle for independence) and reducing it to one theme- land.4

 

 Yet, 
it must be noted that the essential goal for the ruling ZANU (PF) was 
political expediency meant to remain in power in Zimbabwe.  

The Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), a party which 
was formed in 1999, on the other hand, was deeply worried by the 
land reform exercise for two main reasons. In essence, the reasons are 
as a result of the mechanics of the land reform itself. Firstly, the MDC 
party relentlessly pointed out that the land reform exercise was 
causing the deterioration of living standards of the majority of the 
people. The economy was sliding to its knees, year in and year out. 
The rate of inflation which kept on sky-rocketing was the case in 
point. For instance, at the start of the land seizures in February 2000, 
the rate of inflation was 420%. In November 2005 the rate of inflation 
soared to 856%. In November 2006, the rate of inflation had risen to 
1070 %.5 On the eve of the harmonised election of March 2008 this 
inflation had registered a staggering 1200 000%. These rates of 
inflation help to show that the people’s shopping consumer basket 
was becoming smaller and smaller on daily basis. Secondly, the MDC 
party pointed out that the land reform programme was causing 
diplomatic ‘injury’ to Zimbabwe. The country was particularly being 
diplomatically isolated at the United Nations and at the 
Commonwealth Conferences. The much needed Foreign Aid (Forex) 
was being withheld and sanctions, whether targeted or not, were 
ruining Zimbabwe as a result of her international image that had been 
diplomatically battered.6

                                                 
4 E. Chitando, ‘In the beginning was land: The Appropriation of Religious 
Themes in Political Discourses in Zimbabwe’ in Africa, Vol.75/2(2005), 223. 

 In fact, Zimbabwe became a landmass of the 
poorest and unhappiest people in Africa as foreign investors left due 

5 The Zimbabwean, 23-29 November 2006. 
6 The Standard, 9-15 March 2008 
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to prevailing insecurity in the country.7 When viewed from the 
perspectives of the landless peasants, the land issue simply meant a 
demand for the re-distribution of land from about 4500 the white 
commercial farmers who owned the most fertile and arable land in the 
country.8

 

 As a result of these different perceptions concerning the 
land reform exercise, many weird happenings took place and 
stimulated a surge for a new theological mutation amongst Christian 
churches in Zimbabwe. 

It must be noted that after February 2000, almost every facet 
of Zimbabwe’s life was deeply affected by the harrowing impact of 
the land reform programme. Some of the effects have included, 
among others: grinding poverty, swelling unemployment, business 
closures, shortage of foreign currency, shortage of goods in shops, 
sky-touching inflation, black racketeering, massive brain drain into 
diaspora, unprecedented levels of corruption and unending 
imposition of the declared and undeclared sanctions by the West.9

                                                 
7 Douglas Mwonzora, a senior Movement For Democratic Change (M.D.C.) 
member of the House of Assembly (Zimbabwe’s Parliament), speech at a 
Public Seminar on African governance at Jameson Hotel, Harare, 15 July 2008. 

 In 
simple terms, the economy is at its knees and the entire ripple effect 
has translated into the current political crisis of governance in 
Zimbabwe, today. What is this in the eyes of God? The Christian 
churches in Zimbabwe have been perturbed to ask. Clearly, the ruling 
elite that is anchored by a small petty bourgeoisie class has been 
getting richer whereas majority of the innocent people, both rural and 
urban, have been getting poorer than even before. The scenario has 

8 S. Moyo, ‘The Land Question’ in I.Mandaza (ed.) Zimbabwe: The Political 

Economy of Land of Transition, 1980-1986, Dakar: Codesria Books, 1986,172. 
9 Catholic Bishops of Zimbabwe Pastoral Letter on, ‘The Current Crisis in 
Zimbabwe’, Harare Social communications Dept, Africa Synod House, 5 April 
2007, 5. 
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invoked images of Dambudzo Marachera’s 1974 novel, House of 

Hunger.10 This local piece of the now classic literature mirrors an 
enduring caricature for the poor lot of the contemporary Zimbabwean 
society under colonial era.11

 
  

First and foremost, it has to be submitted that it was the 
Catholic Church in Zimbabwe that put the current issues into proper 
context that is relevant for the study. Operating under the auspices of 
the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops Conference, the Catholic Church put 
a Press Statement to capture the real situation, thus: 
 

The people of Zimbabwe are suffering. Their freedom and 
fundamental human rights are violated daily with impunity, the 
shelves of the shops are and supermarkets are empty, our currency 
has become worthless, the public health services has collapsed…. 
Corruption is rampant and young people are risking their lives daily 
in growing numbers to escape the catastrophe that our country has 
become.12

 
 

As envisioned in the study, the foregoing Catholic Church’s 
observation is representative of other weird situations that are 
responsible for the birth of new liberationist discourses that are 
manifest in some Christian churches today.  This land reform 
programme, dubbed Third Chimurenga13

                                                 
10 Marechera wrote this book whilst as a student at Oxford University, 
depicting the kind of life that Africans Zimbabweans under colonial rule were 
experiencing. 

, sparked a wide range of 

11  P. Bond and M. Manyaga, Zimbabwe’s Plunge: Exhausted Nationalism, 

Neoliberalism And the Search for Social Justice, Harare: Weaver Press, 2002, 206. 
12 The Standard, 2-8 September, 2007, 52. 
13 In terms of chronology, the first Chimurenga was the initial 1896-97 war of 
resistance that Africans fought against British colonisers. The second 
Chimurenga was fought from 1966 to 1980 and unleashed in Zimbabwe’s 
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outcries from several quarters more on moral and humanitarian 
grounds. Early on, Nyatsanza underscored this fact when he claimed, 
for instance, thus: 

 
               true, the major debate has been on modalities of land or 

agrarian reform, which have been adjudged as 
haphazard, illogical and downright illegal, by some 
sectors of Zimbabwean society. Philosophers and 
moralists would say the old adage holds true; the means 
do not justify the end. 14

 
  

 
As will be shown in the study, the above insight constitutes 

the crux of the matter behind the new voices as expressed by the 
Christian churches in Zimbabwe. In general, the designers of the land 
reform programme did not consider the fundamental factors that are 
supposed to guard against the deterioration of the economy, as is 
happening at the moment. And this is straining internal and 
international relationships as so many innocent people, black and 
white, were maimed, tortured, killed and some lost their jobs and 
property overnight. To this effect, Verstraelen remarks ‘when people’s 
lives are destroyed and people have to live under dehumanising 
conditions, it becomes a theological issue. The God Christians believe 
in is the God of life… a God of justice.’ 15

 
 

                                                                                                         
independence. This third Chimurenga is now the battle for land reform that 
began in February 2000, which has created a serious diplomatic impasse with 
the West.  
14  W. Nyatsanza, The Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops on the Land Issue, 1959-2002, 
Harare: Zimbabwe Publishing House, 2002, 55. 
15 F.J. Verstraelen, The Zimbabwean Realities and Christian Responses, Gweru: 
Mambo Press, 1996,105. 
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Against the foregoing background, some Christian views 
across the country represent a fresh paradigm of doing theology in 
Zimbabwe. Progressively, majority of the churches are standing up 
and saying ‘No, it is not right’.16 This liberationist paradigm continues 
to evolve as the churches in Zimbabwe are recognising the urgent 
need to re-assess the practical implication of their divine message in 
the light of social, economic and political woes. This necessitated a 
formulation of a new theological understanding and juxtaposes fresh 
missiological reflections in accordance with the praxis that liberates 
the groaning poor lot of Zimbabwe.  From 2003, there was a steady 
metamorphosis of Christian ‘alliance’ trying to create a unified stance 
on land reform programme in Zimbabwe. By so doing, the churches 
broke a ‘theology of silence’ and embraced a ‘theology of action’ that 
acts as a theology of promise, giving a new charter of life to the 
marginalized classes. This theological transformation is on-going in 
Zimbabwe, today.17

 
 

 
Methodological Issues 

 
The study benefited from a number of interviews carried out from 
June 2010 to March 2011 with some Heads of Christian 
Denominations, some individual Christians of note, laypersons and 
some Christian-related institutions involved in the welfare of the 
disadvantaged people in Zimbabwe. The Christian churches in 
Zimbabwe are not a monolithic body. On one hand, there are the 

                                                 
16 C. Banana, A Theology of Promise, Gweru: Mambo Press, 1982, 111. 
17 From time to time, the Heads of Christian Denominations have offered joint 
pastoral letters in printed media showing solidarity with the suffering people. 
This ecumenical spirit and action has, to some extent, helped to comfort and 
call a large section of the people of Zimbabwe to dialogue among themselves 
towards possibility of reconciliation.  
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mainline/historical churches. These are organised denominationally. 
On the other hand, there are a number of independent African-
initiated churches, which are indigenous in nature. In the study, 
‘Church’ with a capital letter ‘C’ was used to designate the name of a 
denomination/indigenous church, like United Methodist Church or 
Johane Marange Apostolic Church, respectively. A sampling of the 
two typologies of these churches was done during the interviews. The 
study also benefited from both electronic media and printed media. 
Some published books and journal articles dedicated on Zimbabwe’s 
land reform were consulted, though written from other perspectives: 
historical, sociological, economic and political ones. This present 
study represents a theological reflection and is done by a 
Zimbabwean theologian from the perspectives of the Third World. It 
is prudent, however, that Biblical perspectives of land be highlighted 
because of their relatedness to the Zimbabwean context.  
 
 
Some Perspectives of Land in the Bible 
 
In general, the theology of land for Christians is anchored in Biblical 
perspectives and drawn especially in the Old Testament. Those 
perspectives run back to the history of the Israelites as the ‘Chosen 
people’ and their relationship with God, Yahweh. Theologically, land 
is perceived to belong to God, who is the Creator of the universe 
(Leviticus 25:23). In the conceptions of the Deuteronomist writers, 
land is linked to human salvation and identity. In a way, where there 
is no land, there are no people and ultimately implies that there is no 
identity. In the Old Testament, the faith and redemption of the 
Chosen people are inconceivable without the reality of land. First and 
foremost, when God promised Abraham that he would be Father of 
the Holy people, land was a key package of the covenant (Genesis 
12:7). Even years later when the same God liberated the Chosen 
people from Egyptian bondage, land was promised. Through Jacob, 
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and as freed slaves, these Chosen people were given a new name, 
Israel (Genesis 35:10-12), to express their common identity and 
heritage. The land was Canaan that was a geographical space and 
purportedly full of milk and honey (Exodus 3:8). As such, the 
Israelites were to share joy and freedom together on their newfound 
land. The durable seal for all the promises to the Israelites was a 
covenant that God bequeathed to them on Mt Sinai (Exodus 20:1-20). 
 

Nevertheless, it must be noted that when common joy and 
freedom are denied, land can become a source of dehumanisation, 
exploitation and oppression.18

                                                 
18 The conflict between the oppressor and the oppressed over land is a central 
theme in the bible and specifically in the Old Testament. The contemporary 
Christian views concerning domination and oppression in Southern Africa are 
comprehensively stated in The Kairos Document, Challenge to the Church: A 

Theological Comment on the Political Crisis in South Africa, London: Catholic 
Institute for International Relations, 1985,19-20. 

 In the Old Testament, for example, we 
have a classic story of Naboth and his vineyard (1 Kings 21:1ff). 
Basing on a patrimonial law, Naboth refused to depose away the 
piece of land of his forebears. King Ahab had intended to grab this 
piece of land not because of shortage of land but due to human greed, 
corruption and discrimination. Thus, Naboth went on to lose, both his 
ancestral piece of rich and fertile land and his precious life. This 
incident was only an archetype to what befell Israel. It must be 
realised that from time after time, Israel saw the land of God’s 
promise become the land of durable human problems. The very land 
that contained ‘milk and honey’ made great and greedy kings to 
become ‘Machiavellian princes’ of death. The good covenant that gave 
every person a direct access and responsibility to land was usurped 
by the ruling oligarchy. Again, time after time, Nathan, Elijah, Amos, 
Hosea, Isaiah and Jeremiah, one after another, supplied critical voices 
on behalf of the voiceless, admonishing the cruel kings and their 
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aristocrats of reckless land graft and monopoly of the day. The few 
privileged people monopolised fertile land. This monopoly is a mark 
of unequal and unfair distribution of God’s gift of land. It must be 
noted that each time when there was injustice, these fearless prophets 
of Yahweh preached reform in order to re-instate justice in society. 
That is why these prophets are depicted as the great champions of 
social justice. Their theology was rooted on the Mosaic traditions of 
ethical righteousness that must prevail.  

 
In the contemporary period, the Jews who belong to Zionism, 

as a political ideology, are claiming the land of Palestine, which is 
modern Israel, by using historical and biblical perspectives.19 This 
land of Israel seemed doomed from time to time, to be cast in the role 
of a frontier caught between rivals as if it really were at the centre of 
the world.20 For that reason, Zionism has seen a large immigration 
(relocation) of Jews into Israel and with the systematic emigration 
(displacement) of Palestinian Arabs from their space, land. As 
expressed by the historian Halevi, ‘ …the Jews are a nation. A nation 
cannot exist without a common territory, but the Jews have no 
territory, so they need one, without which a nation cannot exist.’21

                                                 
19 R.W. Anderson (Jr.), ‘To Your Descendents I Will Give This Land: Thoughts 
on the Promise of Land and Rewriting the Bible’ in I. Mukonyora, J.L. Cox 
and F.J.Verstraelen, Re-Writing the Bible: The Real Issues, Gweru: Mambo Press, 
1993, 89. 

 In 
the backdrop of this insight, modern Israel was born amid blood and 
fire in 1948. Thereafter, one-third of the population took over 
exclusive control of two-thirds of the land by driving out, denying 
and dispersing Arab Palestinians, who are purportedly the 
indigenous peoples of the land. This unfair land distribution, in the 

20 I. Halevi, A History of the Jews: Ancient and Modern, London: Bath Press, 1987, 
1. 
21 Halevi, 165. 
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context of modern Israel in the Middle East, forms the heart of the 
contemporary Palestinian question.22

 

As will be described in the next 
section, the Palestinian scenario has some parallels to the 
contemporary Zimbabwean situation as well. 

The classic stories of Israel, ancient and modern, and her 
interaction with God are evidently enlightening and didactic in the 
context of the delicate land reform programme in Zimbabwe. By 
taking some cues from their biblical and theological perspectives, the 
Christian churches in Zimbabwe are ensnared to evoke their historical 
mandate. That mandate calls for the Christian churches to stick to 
their vocation as a prophetic voice of the voiceless in society. From 
what we have highlighted, it is critically clear that the issue of land 
reform in Zimbabwe is deeply radiated in the ancient biblical setting. 
To some extent, what has happened in Zimbabwe is nothing new but 
an on-going process in a new horizon. For example, Reverend Al 
Simpson, a United Methodist pastor in Chicago and a member of 
Louis Farrakhan’s Nation of Islam delegation that met Zimbabwe’s 
president Robert Mugabe on 13 July 2002 in Harare, encouraged him 
to read the Holy Scriptures, particularly Joshua 1:1-18, in the light of 
the land reform. This passage is a commandment to possess land, be 
strong and of good courage in fast-tracking the land redistribution. As 
a matter of fact, such external encouragement received publicity in the 
state-owned media, as theological justification of the land reform 
became a basic part of the ruling ZANU (PF)’s strategy to win internal 
support. Drawing from such biblical perspectives and sensibilities the 
implication is that the Christian churches in Zimbabwe must 
participate in the land reform programme by adopting new 
theological voices and pastoral choices that are in line with 

                                                 
22 Halevi, 195. 
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liberationist discourses in the light of the deepening woes.23 For this 
matter, the Christian churches need not negate central government 
efforts in the current dispensation concerning land reform. As a 
delicate human commodity, the issue of land has to be addressed 
honestly and fairly by all stakeholders.24

 

 Indeed the Christian 
churches constitute a bloc, one such major player, in the gigantic land 
reform exercise, which is a foundation for any meaningful national 
development in Zimbabwe. The biblical-land theology is central and 
very relevant to the current social, ecological, economic and political 
issues in Zimbabwe. Thus, the subject of the land question in 
Zimbabwe carries serious Christian corroboration. However, this land 
question is complex in nature because of its long historical 
background which is steeped in colonial racial discrimination. We 
now turn to highlight the roots of the land question in Zimbabwe. 

 
Roots of the Land Question 
 
Zimbabwe was colonised by Britain in 1890. Thereafter, successive 
white settler laws were passed that alienated indigenous Africans 
from their land. The white colonisers expropriated land from the 
black majority. The history of land question in this country is 
fundamentally a history of alienation.25

                                                 
23 Interview with Rev. E.T. Ngadziore, Pastor-in-Charge, Masvingo Church of 
the United Church of Christ in Zimbabwe (UCCZ). He is also currently 
serving UCCZ denomination as its Vice President in Zimbabwe.  

  It is a paradox to note that the 

24 Interview with Dr Lovemore Madhuku, National Constitutional Assembly 
(N.C.A) chairman and is known internationally as a constitutional and labour 
lawyer. He is also a senior national moderator of UCCZ Christian church in 
Zimbabwe.  
25 P.H Gundani, Changing Patterns of Authority and Leadership: Development in 

the Roman Catholic Church in Zimbabwe After Vatican 11, 1965-1985, Harare, 
University of Zimbabwe Publications, 2001, 48. 
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continuing land imbalances have not been due to shortage of land as a 
human resource and national asset but about unfair and unequal 
distribution patterns26.  Africans in Zimbabwe were forced to leave 
their historical and ancestral land.  They were driven into the so-
called Tribal Trust Lands (TTLs). But, the TTLs were hot, poor, and 
stony. The TTLs were simply ‘reserves’ for indigenous labour.27  On 
one hand, in the whole of the western Matabeleland province, for 
instance, the most deplorable reserves were Gwaai and Shangani that 
were created in 1894.28On the other hand, in the entire eastern 
Manicaland province, Chikwaka reserve in Chimanimani, then 
Melsetter district, was the most unbearable place in colonial 
Zimbabwe given its rocky and mountainous geographical terrain.29 By 
1899, nearly 16 million acres of good land had passed into white 
settler hands.30 But white ‘hunger’ for land was not quenchable. This 
land hunger was finalised through the Land Apportionment Act of 
1930 which divided land along deep racial lines so much that about 
1000 acres of land per head were set aside foe 48000 white settlers 
whilst only 29 acres per head were set for blacks who were the 
majority.31

                                                 
26 C.S. Banana, Op.Cit. 

 Though the Land Tenure Act superseded this Land 
Apportionment Act in 1969, the basic principles were retained and the 
pattern of land distribution decisively put indigenous Africans at an 
awful disadvantage. Worse, 48000 acres of land by the 1970s were 

27 D. Auret, Zimbabwe: A Decade of Development 1980-1990,Gweru: Mambo 
Press, 1990, 5. 
28R. Palmer, Land and Racial Discrimination in Rhodesia, London: Heinemann, 
1977, 61.Another important study on the creation of reserves in colonial 
Zimbabwe is that of D.E. Needham. See, for example in his, From Iron Age to 

Independence, London: Longman, 1978. 
29H.V. Moyana The Political Economy of Land in Zimbabwe, Gweru: Mambo 
Press, 1992, 31.  
30 D. Auret, Op. Cit. 5. 
31 Auret. 
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specially meant to produce cash crops for external export to 
metropolitan markets.32 For example, the level of damage for the 
indigenous people in 1977 can demonstrate how local Africans were 
groaning under poverty and undernourishment, whilst the white 
Rhodesian government realised Z$122 million from agricultural 
exports. Exports included 59000 tons of meat, 507400 tons of maize, 
104500 tons of raw sugar, and lesser tonnage of tea and coffee.33 These 
statistics show that white commercial farmers increased productive 
output of land, primarily through black labour exploitation. In sharp 
contrast, black productive output of land deteriorated and the size of 
black allocation of land also diminished due to population pressure 
for much of the colonial period. Again in terms of statistics, 96% of 
blacks occupied 50% of the total land of the country whilst whites, 
coloureds and Asians who made up the remaining 4% of the entire 
population occupied the other 50% of the total land of the country.34 It 
must be asserted that the Second Chimurenga in Zimbabwe was 
mainly fought under the banner of land restoration, ivhu kuvanhu. 
Thus, in the nationalistic politics of the 1960s and 1970s, every black 
person was mwana wevhu, son of the soil, land, so to speak. Viewed 
from political and theological perspectives in Zimbabwe, every son of 
the soil must continue to be tied to the land, mother soil. To deny the 
son of the soil this land becomes a naked violation of human rights as 
enshrined in the natural divine law.35

 
 

Today, when the government of Zimbabwe says the land 
question is a bilateral problem between the United Kingdom and 

                                                 
32Auret, 6. 
33 Halevi. 
34 Halevi. 
35 Friar I.M. Zvarevashe, ‘A Just War And The Birth Of Zimbabwe’ in African 

Ecclesial Review, Amecea Pastoral Institute (Gaba), Vol.24/1(1982), 14.  
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Zimbabwe, many people around the world sniff at it.36 What 
happened at the Lancaster House Conference in 1979 perhaps 
validates the manner at which the present government is handling the 
land reform exercise in our day. The Conservative government of 
Mrs. Margaret Thatcher that came to power in 1979 in the U.K. under 
whose auspices the Lancaster House Conference was held reneged to 
honour the promise. It only gave 20 million pounds, instead of 75 
million pounds, spread over five years.37 The newly created ZANU 
(PF) government of President Mugabe, then Prime Minister, was 
tricked yet it faced a daunting task of how to urgently resettle more 
than 162 000 families on nine million hectares of land only. The new 
black government could only acquire land on the willing seller-willing 

buyer formula and principle.38 This obviously set the limits to the 
quantity, quality and location of land to be re-distributed. Again, such 
particular land ‘free market’ characteristic was deeply entrenched in 
the Lancaster House Agreement of 1979. Had the government of the 
U.K. honoured to fully finance land resettlement early on in the 1980’s 
the history of the land question would probably have been closed. But 
this was not to be. The black government in Harare had to battle with 
piece-meal efforts at land reform between 1980 and 1990 but so many 
people continued to be landless. Even as late as 1999, fertile land was 
still in the hands of the few 4000 white farmers whilst about 80% of 
the black population had no land.39

 
 

It was only in February 2000 that a gigantic programme of 
commercial land seizures was unleashed, following the failure of the 

                                                 
36 NewAfrican, winter magazine, 2007/8, 8 
37NewAfrican. 
38 The principle did not work as many white farmers stayed on in the new 
Zimbabwe. Many began to enjoy Mugabe’s hand of reconciliation, so very 
few commercial farms were acquired through this way. 
39 New African, 4. 
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government sponsored constitutional Referendum in January 2000. 
Land was violently seized in what came to be known as ‘Hondo ye 

Minda, war for land, and code-named, Third Chimurenga. In essence, 
this Third Chimurenga is still with us, as it is perceived to offer a lasting 
solution to the history of the land question, once and for all. 
 
 
Brief mechanics of the Land Reform 
 
A tripartite collaboration of the ambitious war veterans of second 
Chimurenga, ruling ZANU (PF) militias and the long-disgruntled 
landless rural peasants initiated the land reform programme in 
February 2000 following the rejection, in a referendum, of a proposed 
national Constitution. This trio of the initiators of the land invasions 
embarked on the politics of violent disruption and coercion across the 
country.40

 

 The land invasion kicked off at Svosve communal lands in 
Marondera district of Mashonaland East province in February 2000. 
Other areas in Mashonaland West and Central provinces, Masvingo 
province and Matabeleland province soon followed suit. The land 
seizures soon engulfed the whole country by the end of 2001. White 
commercial farms and ranches were suddenly and spontaneously 
seized through the use of violent force. Figure one below, shows 
white commercial farms and some ranches that were taken by the 
acclaimed landless people of Zimbabwe. 

A new name that has come to characterise the events of Third 
Chimurenga is, jambanja, violent force. Notable war veterans like 
Joseph Chinotimba, Chenjerai Hunzvi, Andy Mhlanga, Jabulani 
Sibanda and the so-called Black Jesus of Masvingo, caused mayhem of 
the land seizures across the country. These war veteran leaders 

                                                 
40 J. McCregor, ‘The Politics of Disruption: war veterans and the Local State in 
Zimbabwe’ in African Affairs, Vol.101/401(2002), 9. 
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mobilised the ordinary rural peasants and exerted the government to 
parcel land to the landless. In response, the government passed the 
Rural Land Occupation and Protection from Eviction Act 
(chapter20:06). The Act legalized land seizures across the country. It 
became a ‘baptism of fire’ that saw white farmers who resisted came 
to lose, literally, everything of their existence. These Rhodies41 were 
evicted through jambanja from their isolated farmlands that were 
sarcastically dubbed as ‘little Englands’ inside the Zimbabwe of 
mwana wevhu, son of the soil. Some white farmers fled to Zambia, 
Nigeria, Malawi, Tanzania, Namibia and Mozambique. Many of these 
white émigrés took away their farm equipment and livestock in order 
to start a new lease of life abroad. Agricultural activity almost came to 
a standstill as whites and occasional black farm labourers were 
injured, maimed, lost property and some murdered. This scenario of 
lawlessness was usually abrupt with every parliamentary and 
presidential election done in 2002, 2005 and 2008.Public institutions 
like the police, army, courts and prison services increasingly have 
aligned with the machinery of the present government in power.42 
Such mechanics of the land reform were swift that by April 2001 
about 17000 commercial farms had been seized43

                                                 
41 These were the unrepentant white Rhodesians who, despite having 
Zimbabwean citizenship and some born in this country, still did not regard 
themselves as Zimbabweans. 

 and parcelled to the 
formerly landless indigenous Zimbabweans, now popularly known as 
varimi vatsva, that is, new black farmers. As late as April 2008, war 
veterans led by Jabulani Sibanda, were still causing the land seizures, 
mostly in Masvingo province. The war veterans were avowing to save 
the country from western neo-colonialists so that ‘Zimbabwe will 

42 Banning Eyre, Playing With Fire, Copenhagen: Freemuse Handy-Print, 2001, 
17. 
43 New York Times, 5 May 2001 
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never be a colony again’.44

                                                 
44 This has become a catchy political phrase in the ZANU (PF) campaign 
speeches and coined by President R.G. Mugabe in several of his fiery attacks 
on the West. 

 As many stakeholders have observed, this 
land reform exercise is one of the nastiest programme in Southern 
Africa due to the excesses of jambanja and high levels of death that 
incurred inside Third Chimurenga. This is the point of departure for 
our theological reflection on some of the views of the Christians in 
contemporary Zimbabwe. 
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Figure 1: Map of Zimbabwe showing Provinces and Study areas where land 
was grabbed mostly 45
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45 Map of Zimbabwe produced by Richard Mazuru, Senior Computer Technician, 
Department of Information and Communication Technology, Great Zimbabwe 
University, Masvingo, Zimbabwe, 15 September 2011. 
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Some Christian Views on Land Reform   
 
From the time of the land reform in February 2000, the Christian 
churches were found in a dilemma of their very existence. With the 
passage of time, the dilemma increasingly became theological, 
pastoral and moral as the churches had to grapple with the decision 
on how to identify with poor, the very people who still could not get a 
patch of land despite the re-distribution in these past eight years 
whilst maintaining traditional loyalty to the State.46  In retrospect, it 
must be noted that the Christian churches of Zimbabwe had kept and 
cultivated a good working relationship with the government.47 It must 
be mentioned that the churches had proved to be handmaidens of 
Mugabe’s government since 1980. Even when ZANU (PF) 
government in the 1980’s was bent on establishing a socialist society, 
the relations were generally ‘cool’. For instance, the churches 
generally cooperated with the State in initiating development 
packages across the country.48

 

 In the backdrop of such manifest ‘cool’ 
State-Church relations, some theological questions relevant for the 
study come to the fore. For instance, if the churches proved to work as 
handmaiden of the Mugabe’s government for much of the years after 
1980, whose handmaiden is it in face of a political crisis and economic 
recession after 2000? What type of ‘Christian theology’ is at the service 
of Christian churches in Zimbabwe today? 

Initially, the churches tended to hide behind protecting their 
names from abuse and attack. In the period 2000-2003, some churches 

                                                 
46 Catholic Bishops of Zimbabwe Pastoral Letter, Op.Cit, 4. 
47 Chitando, 230. 
48 In fact, majority of the Mainline Churches, after the Pearce Commission of 
1972, gave humanitarian and philanthropic assistance to liberation 
movements fighting for Zimbabwe’s independence. So, the good state-church 
relations are rooted during the armed struggle. 



AFRICANA                                                                                                 JUNE/JULY 2012 

 

 
 

VOL. 6, NO. 1                                                                                                              91 

 

and individual Christians attempted to speak courageously against 
human rights abuses. But they were always accused of meddling in 
politics while hiding behind the pulpit. Some church leaders also 
became victims to the widespread violence which was perpetrated by 
the ZANU (PF) militias.49 This made some churches to take a neutral 
stance for fear of the possibility of ‘inviting’ unspecified reprisals from 
the State machinations, in general and from ZANU (PF), in 
particular.50

 

 For example, the Anabaptist churches like Seventh Day 
Adventist Church, Jehovah’s Witness or Watch Tower Church and 
several independent Christian churches like John Marange Apostolic 
Churches have remained lip-tied. These churches have called upon 
the separation of the religion (church) and politics (government). The 
main principle which has underscored their stance being that the land 
reform exercise is not part of church business since a Christian cannot 
serve ‘two masters’, that is, no faithful Christian can serve ‘God and 
mammon’ (Luke 16:13). In fact, these Anabaptist churches remained 
aloof because they perceive the State and its politics as morally evil. 

These churches have not spoken, neither in support nor to 
condemn any land reform programme. Such Christian churches 
tended to sit on the fence. It can be estimated that such churches that 
have remained neutral by sitting on the fence and their non-
pronouncement of ‘oracles’ concerning this topical land exercise 

                                                 
49  CCJP (Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace in Zimbabwe), Crisis of 

Governance Report, Vol.1, Harare: CCJP, 2001, 99. 
50 In order to scuttle any dissent voice, the government, early on, undertook 
some measures. For instance, in 2002 the independent JOY TV was struck off 
from airwaves. Next, outspoken newspapers like The Daily News was 
controversially silenced in 2003.Lastly, privately owned newspapers like The 

Standard, The Financial Gazette and The Independent were vehemently attacked 
for lack of patriotism. 
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imply that they are sharing complicity with the status quo, Babylon.51 
Their theological conviction being that religious issues take 
precedence over any other secular matters.52

 

 Nevertheless, whereas 
the theological conviction could be understandable to account for 
neutrality, it must be mentioned that some churches, like the United 
Methodist Church, United Church of Christ in Zimbabwe, Salvation 
Army Church and the Seventh Day Adventist Church, continue to 
own large tracts of commercial farms themselves in Zimbabwe. Many 
of their farms are unused to agriculture. These could be targets for 
invasions by angry mobs from the communal villages. Therefore, the 
principal fear was that if such churches could be outspoken, then 
Mugabe’s government was going to seize the unused church land and 
redistribute to the landless peasants. Thus, in the early period of farm 
invasions, roughly up to 2002, a number of mainline church 
denominations interacted with ZANU(PF) politicians so that they 
could be sparred of the ‘wrath’ of war veterans and ZANU(PF)  
militias. 

It must be noted that as the land reform exercise deepened, 
the majority of the Christian churches and Christian-related bodies re-
defined their stance. Some became pro-government and others anti-
government. This means that there have been some Christians on 
either sides of the conflict arising out of the land reform exercise. 
Indeed, some active churches members are subscribed officials at all 
levels of ZANU (P.F). Equally distinguished are committed office-
bearers in the ranks of the opposition political parties but who 
support church activities. It has become an irony that Christian 
agents, policemen soldiers and other underground operatives 
sometimes assault civilians, torture detainees and beat unarmed 

                                                 
51  Catholic Bishops of Zimbabwe Pastoral Letter, 3. 
52Interviews with Tompson Makahamadze and Mrs. A. Madembo. Both are 
senior members of Seventh Day Adventist Church in Masvingo City.  
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people, like peaceful demonstrators. Yet, paradoxically, the next day 
these people may sit in the same church on a Sunday to pray to God 
and sometimes partake in the same Christian Eucharist. Clearly, this 
is how the moral and spiritual crisis emerged in the context of a crisis 
of governance in Zimbabwe.53 The views of the Zimbabwe Assemblies 
of God in Africa (ZAOGA), which is the largest Pentecostal church in 
Zimbabwe, were summed up by the press pronouncements of Pastor 
Vukani Dhladhla. Speaking at a three-day Business Conference in 
Bulawayo, which was attended by Zimbabwe’s Heads of Christian 
Denominations, Pastor Dhladhla claimed that there is nothing wrong 
about the current land reform.54 The ZAOGA pastor was evidently 
pro-government as he did not mince his views when he asserted, that 
‘all the resources are hidden in the soil that is where all the wealth is. 
It is not demonic to fight for your land. There is nothing treacherous 
about Zimbabwe’s land reform programme…even biblical land 
disputes were ruthless a well’.55

                                                 
53 Interview with Rev. M.C. Kuchera, Chairman of Heads of Christian 
Denominations, Harare. His tenure of office as President of the United 
Church of Christ in Zimbabwe ended in March 2004 

 We observe two insights here. One, 
Vukani Dhladhla conceded that land exercise currently going on in 
Zimbabwe is ruthless. Two, this land exercise has biblical inspiration 
to imply its justness. It becomes a blanket confirmation irrespective of 
the mechanics and dynamics done in the reform process over the last 
eight years. But such views should not be taken to represent the 
official stance of ZAOGA as a church. The contrasting views 
expressed by ZAOGA’s Archbishop Ezekiel Guti perhaps could be 

54 Sunday News, 07 December 2007, 2. 
55 Sunday News. Another ZAOGA Elder, Tobias Zephaniah Matanga, 
despite the fact that ZAOGA preaches not to be active in politics, 
expressed similar views in an interview. Elder Matanga has, in fact, 
served in Zimbabwe’s government as an elected Senator for Chipinge 
and Chimanimani constituency from 2005 to March 2008. 
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helpful in gauging the overall attitude of this Christian church. 
Speaking at a Deeper Life Retreat in Masvingo on 2 March 2008 just 
on the eve of the controversial March 29 harmonised election, 
Archbishop Guti stated and urged his ZAOGA flock not to be on the 
forefront of national politics. Archbishop Guti perceived politics to be 
a dirty game that must be left to politicians in secular society. Though 
not openly anti-government, we see that the general ZAOGA 
perception on national issues, land reform inclusive, is largely an 
adoption of a flimsy ‘sitting- on- the- fence’ attitude. 
 

In a wide range of national issues, Rev. Obadiah Msindo, a 
pastor and leader of Destiny For Africa Network, is an example of an 
avowed Christian who has rigidly pro-government Heaven is here on 
earth and human salvation must be realized here, not after. And just 
like the government attitude, Rev Msindo views the land as the 
economy, and the economy as the land.56 Rev Msindo functioned as 
ZANU (PF)’s conduit to sacred power in Zimbabwe. He has officiated 
at ZANU (PF)’s conferences and conventions where he affirmed that 
God chose ZANU (PF) to be an instrument to reclaim the ‘stolen’ 
heritage-land. He has likened President Mugabe as Africa’s Messiah 
who has taken imperialist forces by the horns. Thus, we see that Rev 
Msindo’s presence in government functions lends spiritual 
significance to events.57 This attitude is repeatedly affirmed in the 
views of Bishop Nolbet Kunonga, of the Anglican Church of the 
Province of Zimbabwe and staunch supporter on government 
policies.58

                                                 
56Rev. O. Msindo has taken a rigid political line in supporting the government 
action on land reform.  

 Bishop Kunonga has identified with Mugabe’s nationalism 
(or rather exhausted nationalism) and drive for economic 

57 Chitando, 231. 
58 Much of Kunonga’s views are personal and do not necessarily represent the 
position of the entire Church. 
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empowerment of blacks in Zimbabwe. For this pro-government 
support, Bishop Kunonga was allocated a farm under the land reform 
exercise despite considerable opposition from his parishioners who 
have contended that their leader was too close to ZANU (PF).59 More 
so, prominent preachers like Andrew Wutawunashe, head of Family 
of God Church and Rev Noah Pashapa, a Baptist minister, are also 
pro-government who have bolstered ZANU (PF)’s nationalist rhetoric 
on land reform in Zimbabwe. It is interesting to note that the State 
media, which is still principally controlled by ZANU (PF), has 
ensured that the pronouncements of Kunonga, Pashapa and 
Wutawunashe on land re-distribution must be given wide circulation. 
In particular, Rev Wutawunashe came to endorse the view that the 
land reform programme is ‘biblical’ as it tries to restore the dignity of 
blacks. Nevertheless, whereas some of the church leaders survive on 
political patronage one may not conclude that the whole church flock 
agrees with the views of its leader.60 Church leaders can be co-opted 
by the ZANU (P.F) government to publicly support land reform but 
the flock can subscribe to different views.61

 

 But, they did not take 
cognisant of the mechanics of land reform programme on the ground, 
irrespective of rape, murder and torture that went on at the former 
white commercial farms. 

It must be noted that the churches or certain individual 
Christians who strongly supported the ZANU (PF) government were 
mostly influenced by the conceptions of Martin Luther (1483-1546) 
concerning church-state relations. Luther saw the church as falling 
directly under the State. Luther agreed that ‘Every one must submit 

                                                 
59 Interviews with Robert Sithole and Ian Watadzaushe, Harare. Both are 
Kunonga’s senior church followers in Harare. 
60 P.H. Gundani, ‘The Land Crisis in Zimbabwe and the Role of the Churches 
Towards its Resolution’ in Studia Historiae Ecclesiaticae, Vol.28/2(2002), 122. 
61  The Chronicle, 25 March 2008 
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himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except 
that which God has established. Thee authorities that exist have been 
established by God’ (Romans 13:1-2). This shows that the church is 
related to the State by subjection and obligation. Thus, it is this biblical 
inspiration which has been strong in shaping the views and actions of 
some Christians or church denominations vis a vis the attitude of the 
churches to the land reform programme in Zimbabwe. 
 

As has been mentioned before, it must be noted that 
Zimbabweans have welcomed this land reform62, as their chirongwa 
(scheme), meant to redress the imbalances of long years of colonial 
rule. But methodologically speaking, there is a consensus that the 
ZANU (PF) government never done it so good.63 As it turned out to 
be, the land reform has been the cause of internal instability after 
2000. The government has been seen to be misfiring in giving land to 
the landless. Those who have emerged as meaningful beneficiaries of 
chirongwa, are not the purely landless, not the needy at all.64 Rather, 
they are the ‘breadwinners’ of the second Chimurenga, who since 
1980, had emerged as a dominant class in post-independent 
Zimbabwe. This class is drawn from the top army officers, top police 
force, top civil servants, top corps in the foreign diplomatic service, 
influential intelligentsia and loyal party cadres.65

                                                 
62 Interviews with Rev. Jeremiah Mangiza, senior pastor with the Methodist 
Church in Zimbabwe and Rev. Dr A.R. Mutumburanzou, Senior Ecumenical 
chaplain of Great Zimbabwe University. Rev. Dr Mutumburanzou is a past 
President of the Reformed Church in Zimbabwe. 

 All these 
beneficiaries, in one way or the other, are closely linked towards 

63 This has been the major concern of the opposition MDC party, pointing out 
the continued land imbalances as a result of black-to-black discrimination and 
nepotism. 
64 Most of the beneficiaries allocated big and fertile chunks of land remain as 
professional urban dwellers. These are the so-called ‘cell phone’ farmers. 
65 Many of these are war veterans of second Chimurenga in the 1970s. 



AFRICANA                                                                                                 JUNE/JULY 2012 

 

 
 

VOL. 6, NO. 1                                                                                                              97 

 

entrenching the political power nexus of the ZANU (PF) government 
in Zimbabwe. 
 
The above picture constitutes the core of the alleged injustice and 
unfairness that renders land reform contentious in the Zimbabwean 
politics and international relations. Accordingly, as early as 2001 the 
Catholic Church in Zimbabwe has always been clear on its views on 
the issue of land in Zimbabwe.66 It has consistently expressed deep 
concern within its own ranks. At a conference in Harare, the 
Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops met and criticised the government for its 
lack of sensitivity to tackle land redistribution properly.67 One of its 
top ranks, Bishop Mutume, who is the Auxiliary bishop of Mutare, 
has consistently made it clear that land is a means of human 
livelihood, for without it there is no development and no human 
liberation. In their booklet, with a section on, ‘ Action For Change’, the 
Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops have sided with the landless people, the 
oppressed people living in the ‘underside of history’. This is in line 
with Vatican11, 1962-65’s theological new ethos on the need to focus 
on social service for the ordinary people by adopting a preferential 

option to the poor.  Thus, the Catholic Church in Zimbabwe is 
endorsing this central tenet of a theology of liberation.68

                                                 
66 W. Nyatsanza, The Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops on the Land Issue 1959-2002 
Harare: Z.P.H. 9. 

 In accordance 
with this theological mutation, the Catholic Church in Zimbabwe has 
established a network of committees of its Justice and Peace 
Commission in all the ten provinces across the country. These 
networked committees act as eyes and ears, picking up information 
from the grassroots communities to their Silveira House in Harare. 
Silveira House is Catholic Development and Educational centre 
located in the capital city that analyses and publishes on social issues 

67 Catholic Bishops Pastoral Letter, April 2005 
68 G. Gutierrez, A Theology of Liberation, London: SCM Ltd, 1971, 26. 
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affecting the ordinary people across the country. In the 1990’s, for 
instance, Silveira House wrestled with the effects of Economic 
Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP).69 Today, it is dealing with 
the effects of land reform programme. It is calling people of all shades 
to work towards inculcating some values on peace, justice, unity, 
fairness and racial harmony. These are core Christian values that 
earned Zimbabwe a lot of admiration and good international image so 
soon after independence in 1980. But, in light of the hurriedly done 
land programme exercise, these ideals have been wiped off. The fact 
that the landless peasants continue to be landless bears testimony to 
the foregoing assertion.70

 
  

As a matter of fact, on the eve of parliamentary elections in 
2005, quite a number of blacks were still landless and poor. In 
statistical terms, whereas in 2000, 61% of the entire population was 
regarded as poor, in 2007, the figure had touched a staggering 80% 
rate.71

                                                 
69 This ESAP was an economic programme but it failed to re-energize the 
economy because, as people perceived, it was imposed from the West, mostly, 
by IMF and World Bank 

 Of these 80% poor people of the entire population, 45% were 
categorised as ‘the poorest of the poor’. The reason, among others, 
was that they could not afford buying basic food, basic health care, 
basic education, basic clothing and basic housing. This was 
exacerbated by the effects of the ill-timed and ill-fated Operation 

70 Catholic Church’s Pastoral Letter, Op.Cit. On a related note, the 
disappointing fact of continued landlessness on part of the very poor lot in 
Zimbabwe was bemoaned way back in 1996 by the late Methodist Minister, 
Canaan S. Banana, see, for example, his, Politics of Repression: Face to Face with 

Combat Theology, Gweru Mambo Press, 1996. 
71 The Financial Gazette, 13-19 September 2007, c 8. 
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Murambatsvina 72

 

(clean up exercise) that was haphazardly launched by 
the ZANU (PF) government in May 2005. In the process of executing 
Operation Murambatsvina, houses were demolished, tuck shops were 
forced to close, goods under sale at the informal markets were 
impounded by the State operatives as directed by ZANU (PF) 
politicians. 

The government had distributed land in a partisan way. At 
several fora, the Catholic Church has consistently spoken against the 
dangers of emerging reverse racism. For instance, a new black farmer 
with 6000 acres of land has suddenly replaced a white farmer who 
used to own say, 6000 acres of fertile land. A few rich blacks own 
multiple farms that they are hoarding for themselves. This shows 
unequal land distribution and is biblically condemned as it is done at 
the expense of the poor peasants who are wailing into abject poverty 
(Micah 2:2). But perhaps what appears poignant to appreciate is that 
whereas the white farmer stayed on at the farm itself, the new black 
farmer is invisible. The new black farmer stays away as a ‘cell phone 
farmer’73 whilst land tillage is done by new farm labourers drawn 
from kumusha/ekhaya, rural home. However, some of them lacked 
technical know-how and also lacked accountability on inputs, as basic 
inputs like maize seeds, fertilisers, machinery and diesel usually 
‘disappeared’ without trace.74

                                                 
72 F. Sibanda, T. Makahamadze and R.S. Maposa, ‘Hawks and Doves: The 
Impact of Murambatsvina on Johane Marange Apostolic Church, Zimbabwe’ 
in Exchange: Journal of Missiological and Ecumenical Research, Vol.37/1(2008), 69. 

  For instance, with reference to diesel 

73 These continued to stay in towns and some never set foot in their newly 
allocated farms. 
74 Interview with Rev. E. Gwararaoma, pastor with the Baptist Church in 
Zimbabwe. This observation was confirmed by several of my ordinary 
respondents visited in the former commercial areas. See also, The Financial 
Gazette, 20-26 December 2007, p2. 
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allocation by government, the new black farmers diverted fuel which 
was meant for farming. The new black farmers claimed that farming 
was not viable in order to justify the tendency to sell allocated fuel at 
the black market. Evidently, this is another evil eye in the land reform 
process in Zimbabwe. 

The Zimbabwe Council of Churches and Christian Care75 
have tried, since 2000, to forge a coordinated alliance to offer an 
ecumenical action based on Christian commitment in seriously 
considering God’s preference for the oppressed Zimbabweans. In 
October 2006, an alliance of Christian churches constituting ZCBC, 
EFZ and ZCC published a document, ‘The Zimbabwe We Want’. It is an 
honourable attempt by the Christian churches to play a role in nation-
building, healing and reconciliation.76 The document has two 
fundamental purposes. One, it accused the government for violating 
human rights by denouncing the scandalous manner in which Third 
Chimurenga on land reform is being conducted. It pointed out the 
negative impact on the ordinary people. It also urged the government 
to respect basic human rights77

                                                 
75 Christian Care was formed in 1967 by the Zimbabwe Council of Churches 
and is a registered welfare organisation, number W.O.79/67.A full list of its 
member churches are: African Methodist Church in Zimbabwe, African 
Methodist Episcopal Church, Anglican Church (all Dioceses in Zimbabwe), 
Christian Marching Church, Church of Christ in Zimbabwe, Dutch reformed 
Church, Evangelical Lutheran Church in Zimbabwe, Fambidzano Emakereke 
Avatema, Independent African Church, Methodist Church in Zimbabwe, 
Reformed Church in Zimbabwe, Salvation Army, United Assemblies in 
Africa, United Church of Christ in Zimbabwe, United Congregational Church 
of Southern Africa, United Methodist Church and Zimbabwe Assemblies of 
God Africa. 

, stop intimidating people, stop cold 
bloodied murder that had characterised Zimbabwe’s life after 2000.As 

76  The Herald, 3 November 2006. 
77 Useni Sibanda, National coordinator for Zimbabwe Christian Alliance, The 

Standard, 17-23 February 2008. 
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also pointed out by Bishop Sebastian Bakare, of the Anglican Church 
in Harare, land is being politicised by the government for electoral 
advantage while the people suffer abuse.78

 

 Two, the document  
formulated a framework which is intended to act as a roadmap 
towards national reconstruction, to build a new society on a sound 
footing, where there is equity in all existential areas of human life. 

It must also be mentioned that this alliance of Christian 
churches is currently actively involved in civic advocacy for the 
promotion of establishing a civil society, a Zimbabwe that people 
want. In their paradigmatic shift, the affiliate members of the 
Zimbabwe Council of Churches have provided, since 2004, secretariat 
assistance to the National Constitutional Assembly (NCA). NCA is a 
civic organisation formed in 1998 to work towards constitutional 
reform in Zimbabwe. Together with NCA, the Zimbabwe Council of 
Churches has criticised the person-centred leadership of this country. 
For instance, only the President, as the Head of the State, is entitled to 
appoint members of the Electoral Supervisory Commission, judges of 
Supreme Court, Director of prison services, Defense Forces Chiefs, 
Commissioner of the Police and Non-Constituent Members of the 
House of Assembly (Zimbabwe’s Parliament). Thus, numerically, 
there cannot be a vote of no confidence passed in parliament. There is 
no impeachment in the Zimbabwean legislative arrangement. These 
executive powers make the President above the law and thereby 
undermining true democracy in Zimbabwe. This is one aspect which 
has worsened the political crisis over the years in Zimbabwe. 
 

In light of the above challenges facing Zimbabwe, perhaps it 
was Bishop Pius Ncube, former Bishop of Bulawayo, who articulated 
the views of the Catholic Church in Zimbabwe with more precision. 

                                                 
78 C.S. Banana, Politics of Repression: Face to Face with Combat Theology, Gweru: 
Mambo Press, 1996, 241. 
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Bishop Ncube lambasted the ZANU (PF) government for 
monopolising power by using unethical and unconstitutional 
methods.79 Whilst as a full bishop of Bulawayo, Ncube expressed 
critical views way back in 2000.80 Bishop Ncube’s pastoral letter, ‘A 
Prayer of Hope for Zimbabwe: A Concern on the Present Situation in 
Zimbabwe’, which was issued on 26 April 2000, vehemently deplored 
the lawless invasion of the commercial farms. In this letter, Ncube also 
condemned racism, denounced the use of violence and reminded the 
government of the earlier policy of reconciliation. But, President 
Mugabe was convinced that Ncube had become an enemy of the state. 
The president charged that that the ‘prayers became full-bloodied 
politics and congregations became anti-ZANU (PF).’81 The existence of 
Access to Information and Protection of Privacy Act (AIPPA) and 
Public Order Security Act (POSA) certainly limit people’s freedom of 
expression.82 The draconian legal instruments confirm the sizzling 
views of Bishop Ncube as a critic of the ZANU (PF) government.83

 
  

 
Some Missiological Implications  
 
Irrespective of the diversified views on the controversial land reform 
programme in Zimbabwe, the Christian churches are called upon to 
                                                 
79 R.H Randolph, Dawn in Zimbabwe, Gweru, Mambo Press, 1985, 64. 
80 Pastoral Letter, ‘A Prayer of Hope for Zimbabwe: A Concern on the Present 
Situation in Zimbabwe’, 26 April 2000. 
81 R.G. Mugabe, Inside the Third Chimurenga: Our Land is Our Prosperity. 
Harare: Department of Information and Publicity, Office of the President and 
Cabinet, 2001, 88.  
82 Auret. Similar views can also be traced in the press statement released by 
Catholic Church Bishops of Zimbabwe. See their Pastoral Letter of April 2007. 
83 Rev. Dr. C.J. Machukera, Principal of the United Theological College in 
Harare, expressed a similar view in an interview. He is a past Vice President 
of UCCZ as well. 
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partake in the process so that they become more and more relevant 
and vibrant in the context of their historical mandate. In terms of 
theological formulation, it must not be forgotten that God is involved 
in every activity where human beings are involved. This is a resonant 
incarnation of contextual Christianity possessing the potentialities and 
power of bringing ‘good news’ to the groaning landless people in 
Zimbabwe, today. 
 

There are deepening woes in the country, which if not stifled 
on the bud, may usher into a spiral of violence, to use a title of the 
Brazilian Catholic priest, Helder Camara’s theological treatise.84  As 
Zimbabwe is suffering, the Christian churches have to realize that the 
ordinary people, though not mentioning it, are enquiring: ‘watchman, 
how much longer the night’? (Isaiah 21:11) As the great Peruvian 
priest Gustavo Gutierrez has rightly observed, to do justice in the 
arena of human interaction is what it means to know God85 and so the 
churches, wide-ranging as they are, have to become pillars of hope. 
On account of their traditional mandate and commitment to the 
gospel of Christ, the churches are called upon to address all the issues 
that hinder the fulfillment of people’s hope as proclaimed by Jesus ‘I 
came so that they may have life and have it abundantly’ (John10:10). 
This must inform the ethos of a relevant missiological and ecumenical 
spirit.86

                                                 
84 H. Camara, The Spiral of Violence, London: Sheep and Ward Stagbooks, 
1971.In this book (especially pages19-23), Camara analyses three paradigms of 
the nature of violence that exist in a revolutionary situation in a society. 
Simply put, violence number one is embedded in a superstructure of 
oppressors. The oppressed people themselves, as a search for redemption, 
exercise violence number two. Violence number three is unleashed by the 
status quo regime     

 The implication is that the Christian churches have to re-focus 

85 Gutierrez, The Power of the Poor in History, London: SCM, 1983, 7. 
86 Gundani 42. 
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towards addressing the existential plight of the people in the struggle 
for equity. The churches have to grapple with the critical and practical 
challenges as a demonstration of God’s concern for humanity. We 
perceive this theological re-formulation as supplying what can be 
called, the status confessinis. The status confessinis must be understood 
here as providing the new moment of crisis which is shaking the 
foundations of society but that requires truth.87  In the context of 
Zimbabwe’s troubled life, the implication for the Christian churches is 
that, far from hiding behind a wall of theological silence, they must 
emerge as sources and resources for national regeneration. The 
Christian churches of God in Zimbabwe must deeply re-engage a 
theology of hope by adopting the model of Isaiah’s command, thus: 
‘Ancient ruins shall be rebuilt and sites long desolate 
restored…’(Isaiah61: 4). Pope John Paul 11 once affirmed that in order 
to understand the reality that confronts God’s people, the Christian 
churches are obliged to learn to give a name to the root of all Babylon, 
evils = sin, which upset humanity.88

  

 By following the clarion call of St 
Luke of the New Testament, the Christian churches in Zimbabwe are 
encouraged to have the determined to declare, thus: 

Among the Gentiles it is the kings who lord it over them, and 
those who have authority over them are given the title Benefactor. 
With you this must not happen. No, the greatest among you must 

                                                 
87 E. TeSelle, ‘How Do We Recognise a Status Confessinis?’ in Theology Today, 
Vol.xlv/1 (1988), 71.Further studies on the Kairos theology were done by 
South African theologians, both white and black, in the late 1980s.See for 
example, Charles Villa-Vicencio and John W. de Grunchy, Resistance and Hope, 
Cape Town; David Phillip, 1985. Another informative publication is De 
Grunchy’s The Church Struggle in South Africa, Cape Town: David Phillip, 
1986.  
88 Encyclical Letter, Solicitudo Rei Socialis, (1987), paragraph 36. 
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behave as if he were the youngest, the leader as if he were the one 
who serves’ (Luke 22:25-27). 
  

Certainly, the above insight must offer part of the present 
mission of the church so that the implications of Christ’s ‘good news’ 
of salvation may dawn in Zimbabwe. As part of the discovery in the 
present study, Christian churches in Zimbabwe are encouraged to be 
guided by a new theology of reconstruction which functions to give 
birth to a new lease of life. This insight provides a fresh missiological 
paradigm which still fulfils the traditional role of the Christian church 
as a prophetic voice of the voiceless in society. 
 
Conclusion 
The study has shown that the land question has always been 
contentious in the Zimbabwean context. In this paper, it was affirmed 
that land in Zimbabwe is a national asset and thereto must be 
regarded as a public resource. The biblical parallels to the 
Zimbabwean experiences were highlighted to show that the essence 
of land is linked to notions of human identity and salvation. The 
paper also made it clear that the history of the land question in 
Zimbabwe goes back to the colonial era but it is a paradox that 
imbalances continue even in post-independent Zimbabwe due to 
human greedy and a sense of ungodliness. As succinctly put by Sir 
Shridath ‘Sony’ Ramphal, former Commonwealth Secretary-General 
(1975-90) and who acted as an adviser to President Robert Mugabe 
and Joshua Nkomo, the two leaders of Patriotic Front at the Lancaster 
House Conference in London in 1979:  
 

The land issue in Rhodesia/Zimbabwe is not ancient history. 
It is modern history. Black Zimbabweans were dispossessed of the 
land that was theirs within the lifetime memory of some, and certainly 
in the lifetime of the generation before. Now, if you forget that, then 
you can’t answer rationally any of the pertinent questions about 
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Zimbabwe. And I think it is the forgetting of that, which ultimately 
has led us to where we are.89

 

 

In every case, the study stated that whilst the aims of the land reform 
programme were justified and meant to benefit the landless 
Zimbabweans, the mechanics of land restoration have flawed to the 
extent that they have sent shockwaves internationally. Zimbabwe is 
therefore inside Third Chimurenga where the land reform has 
attracted mixed responses and views from several quarters, both 
inside and outside. The Christian churches, sundry as they are, have 
held diversified views modalities of the land reform programme. 
Those diversified views and responses culminated in stances that 
ranged from neutrality, pro-government to anti-government. But in 
our reflection, we have stated that the Christian churches represent a 
foremost stakeholder to the on-going land reform redistribution in 
Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe was once a great and proud ‘breadbasket’ 
country of Africa90, but it is turning into almost a ruined basket case. 
The Christian churches have to be drawn into a new missiological re-
appraisal.91 The Christian churches of God in Zimbabwe must not be 
‘unvoiced’ when majority of the people are fast ‘progressively’ 
becoming poorer each day. Zimbabwe stands at a critical crossroad. 
Perhaps it is God’s visitation that signals for a new Kairos that should 
mitigate the Zimbabwean crisis. Accordingly, the Christian churches 
have to remain standing for the truth of the gospel in ways that are 
clear and uncompromising.92

                                                 
89 G. Moyo and M. Ashurt, The Day After Mugabe: Prospects For Change in 

Zimbabwe, London: Africa Research Institute, 2007, 13.  

 This challenging moment in Zimbabwe 

90 The Zimbabwean, 9 March 2008, 9. 
91 Useni Sibanda, National Coordinator for Zimbabwe Christian Alliance, 
Op.Cit. 
92 H. Assmann, Practical Theology of Liberation, Chichester: R.J.Acford Ltd, 
1975,102 
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requires the Christian churches to be fortified by a fresh missiological 
outlook and new theological insights if ever they have to stay relevant 
and vibrant as bearers of hope in the context of scary woes that are 
pervasive in the Zimbabwean society today.


