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In 1994, Rwanda and South Africa 
each emerged from prolonged peri-
ods of violence and political upheaval: 
Rwanda in the aftermath of the geno-
cide against the Tutsi, and South Af-
rica through its first multiracial gen-
eral election, which formally ended 
apartheid (Nelson, 2002-2003, p. 69; 
Schliesser, 2018, p. 1). Despite these 
parallel moments of rupture, the role 
played by Christian churches in ad-
vancing democracy by supporting pop-
ular movements and opposing author-
itarian governments diverged sharply. 
In South Africa, prominent Christian 
actors, especially youth movements 
such as the National Catholic Federa-
tion of Students (NCFS), the Catholic 
Students Association (CASA), and the 
YCS, increasingly opposed apartheid 
and became central participants in the 
democratic transition (Bate, 1999, pp. 
7-8). In Rwanda, by contrast, churches 
largely supported the Hutu elites’ gov-
ernment and became complicit in geno-
cidal violence (Aguilar, 2009, p. 25). 
Although colonial rule had structurally 
embedded Christianity within systems 
of political authority in both countries, 
the churches’ behavior toward democ-
racy during moments of crisis cannot 
be understood solely through institu-
tional incentives or strategic adaptation 
to political regimes. In contexts of ex-
treme political violence, the church’s 
stance on democracy is inseparable 

from how it interprets collective suffer-
ing, negotiates its relationship to state 
power, and situates salvation within pe-
riods of mass atrocity and political up-
heaval (Aguilar, 2009, p. 25).
Comparative studies of religion and de-
mocracy often explain church behav-
ior in terms of its institutional align-
ment with or opposition to the state. In 
“Rendering unto Caesar,” Anthony Gill 
offers one of the most influential artic-
ulations of this approach, stating that 
churches support or resist democracy 
primarily based on rational calculations 
within a competitive religious market-
place, rather than on moral or theologi-
cal commitments such as social justice 
(Gill, 1998, pp. 12-13). Gill’s frame-
work captures important institutional 
dynamics, such as the strategic negoti-
ation of church–state relations and the 
preservation of ecclesiastical authori-
ty, but it fails to explain why church-
es shaped by similar colonial legacies, 
operating under divinely justified au-
thority, and facing comparable political 
constraints responded so differently to 
democratic transitions and episodes of 
mass violence. 

By foregrounding competing scriptural 
interpretations and the theological nar-
ratives used to legitimize or challenge 
democratic values, I argue that church–
state relations surrounding democracy 
must be examined theologically, not 
solely institutionally.  That divergence 
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and convergence between church and 
state cannot be explained primarily by 
rational-choice incentives, as Gill sug-
gests, but must instead be understood 
through the church’s theological in-
terpretation of suffering and historical 
responsibility (Aguilar, 2009, p. 15). 
Comparing South Africa and Rwanda, 
the analysis shows that where Christi-
anity interpreted suffering as a call to 
historical responsibility and critical-
ly re-evaluated its relationship to state 
power on moral-theological grounds 
rather than instrumental ones, churches 
emerged as democratic actors (Borer, 
2014, p. 126). Suffering was theolog-
ically abstracted into obedience and 
deferred salvation, thereby grounding 
ecclesial authority in structural power, 
churches aligned with authority and un-
dermined democracy (Safari, 2020, pp. 
885-886). 
Anthony Gill’s comparative analy-
sis in “Rendering unto Caesar” offers 
valuable insights to understand church-
state relations under authoritarian rule. 
By framing churches as rational actors 
within a competitive religious market-
place, Gill accounts for their historical 
alignment with political authority when 
state backing ensured monopoly status, 
financial security, and social influence 
(Gill, 1998, p. 55). Under colonialism, 
when religious privilege and politi-
cal authority were mutually reinforc-
ing, churches had strong incentives to 

support authoritarian regimes and dis-
courage democratic participation (Gill, 
1998, pp. 22-23). 
Both South Africa and Rwanda con-
form closely to this logic during the 
colonial period. In South Africa, the 
Dutch Reformed Church sacralized ra-
cial hierarchy and political exclusion, 
rejecting egalitarian democracy as con-
trary to divinely ordained social order 
(Vosloo, 2023, p. 406). Political author-
ity was presented as ordained by God 
rather than derived from the will of the 
people, which framed obedience to the 
state as a religious duty rather than a 
democratic choice (Tirykian, 1957, p. 
393-394).  Tiryakian explains that vot-
ing was not seen as a political right but 
as a spiritual responsibility given by 
God. Only those considered spiritual-
ly mature could vote. Because spiritual 
maturity was defined by white Chris-
tian standards, Africans were excluded 
from political participation.
Similarly, in Rwanda, Catholicism be-
came an extension of Belgian colonial 
governance (Schliesser, 2018, pp. 3-4). 
The church in Rwanda engaged in eth-
nic politics. Ethnicity became a central 
element of missionary strategy, used to 
identify and target elite groups for con-
version (Schliesser, 2018, p. 4).  There-
fore, missionaries could exert signifi-
cant influence over political leadership, 
privilege elite rule, and denounce mass 
participation as dangerous and social-
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ly destabilizing. In both cases, Christi-
anity functioned as a pillar of colonial 
authority, legitimating hierarchical and 
explicitly anti-democratic political or-
ders. In this colonial context, Gill’s 
rational-choice framework is not only 
plausible but also persuasive. Under 
colonial rule, churches benefited from 
legal privileges, educational monopo-
lies, and close institutional ties to state 
power, which positioned them as key in-
termediaries in governance. Alignment 
with authoritarian regimes was there-
fore a rational institutional strategy: it 
ensured access to resources, social in-
fluence, and political protection, while 
discouraging mass political participa-
tion that could threaten both colonial 
authority and ecclesial dominance. If 
Gill’s theory were sufficient, however, 
similar post-colonial pressures should 
have produced comparable church be-
havior in both cases, given that coun-
tries experienced authoritarian rule, 
political instability, and the erosion of 
colonial religious privilege. 
In the post-colonial period, South Afri-
ca and Rwanda faced intense political 
violence, contested state legitimacy, 
and the erosion of religious monopoly. 
Churches in both contexts confronted 
growing moral and political pressure, 
alongside uncertainty about their in-
stitutional position in rapidly changing 
societies (Safari, 2010, pp. 880-881; 
Vosloo, 2023, pp. 408-409). From a 

rational-choice perspective, these con-
ditions should have encouraged simi-
lar strategic adaptations for preserving 
ecclesial influence and institutional 
survival. In South Africa, the Church 
opposed the apartheid regime and 
emerged as a central actor in the dem-
ocratic struggle, risking fierce repres-
sion (Bate, 1999, p. 2). In Rwanda, by 
contrast, the Church remained closely 
aligned with political authority and, in 
many cases, became complicit in mass 
violence, with churches themselves 
serving as sites of genocide (Long-
man, 2001, p. 163). This divergence, 
therefore, cannot be explained solely 
by institutional incentives. Compara-
ble structural pressures existed in both 
cases, yet they generated opposite ec-
clesiastical responses, suggesting that 
deeper theological and ideological fac-
tors influenced how churches interpret-
ed their political obligations.
The divergence between South Africa 
and Rwanda emerges most clearly in 
how Christian churches theologically 
interpreted suffering: either as a call 
to historical responsibility requiring 
action within the world, or as obedi-
ence within a divinely sanctioned order 
that deferred justice beyond history. 
As Aguilar argues, abstract approach-
es to church-state relations that focus 
exclusively on institutional structures 
and political incentives obscure this 
distinction (Aguilar, 2009, p. 15).  By 
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treating suffering as a contextual by-
product rather than as a source of moral 
action or inaction, such approaches risk 
banalizing violence and overlooking 
theology’s capacity to shape political 
imagination (Aguilar, 2009, p. 17). 
In Rwanda, this theological failure 
manifested in the normalization of obe-
dience, hierarchy, and political accom-
modation (Longman, 2001, p. 181). 
As Longman demonstrates, Christian 
churches were implicated in the 1994 
genocide not only through silence or in-
action, but through longstanding prac-
tices that legitimized authority, ethnic 
hierarchy, and political maneuvering 
(Longman, 2001, p. 182). Moreover, 
as Gill would argue, religious competi-
tion in Rwanda did not push the church 
toward democratic reform. Instead, it 
reinforced the church’s alliance with 
the state. Faced with internal dissent 
and competing voices, church leaders 
prioritized protecting their institution-
al authority and preserving their vision 
of the church. In doing so, they aligned 
themselves with the state, even as it 
pursued genocidal policies. Although 
Hutu and Tutsi worshipped within the 
same churches, which suggests no ob-
vious institutional incentive to support 
mass violence, churches remained em-
bedded in colonial patterns of authority 
that prioritized regime alignment over 
moral rupture (Longman, 2001, pp. 
166-167). From a rational-choice per-

spective, Gill would interpret this be-
havior as a strategic response in which 
churches sought to preserve institution-
al privilege by aligning with the Hutu-
led regime engaged in mass violence. 
The loss of moral authority and of Tut-
si church members would thus be un-
derstood as less costly than breaking 
with authority. Yet this explanation re-
mains inconsistent for three related rea-
sons. First, by translating mass killing 
into a matter of institutional costs and 
benefits, it analytically neutralizes the 
moral and theological significance of 
violence. Second, it insufficiently ac-
counts for the historical continuity be-
tween colonial regimes of violence and 
post-independence legacies of griev-
ance, which shaped the Hutu-Tutsi con-
flict and structured the moral authori-
ty of the Church within it. Finally, by 
treating alignment with power as insti-
tutionally rational whenever it sustains 
authority, even if that implies violence, 
it cannot explain how and why church-
es might rupture with inherited forms 
of structural violence rather than repro-
duce them. 
The Rwandan churches’ reproduction 
of colonial modes of authority after 
independence needs to be socially and 
historically situated to avoid minimiz-
ing violence. Rather than abolishing 
the colonial racial framework separat-
ing Hutu and Tutsi, post-independence 
politics reversed its hierarchy. The co-
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lonial privileging of Tutsi elites was 
replaced by the political dominance of 
Hutu, reproducing the same ethnic log-
ic of exclusion and providing the ideo-
logical foundation of new grievances 
(Longman, 2001, p. 169). Because both 
ethnic groups continued to participate 
in church life, and Christianity was 
the predominant religion, ecclesial au-
thority was not socially challenged but 
rather socially reinforced. The church’s 
incapacity to oppose violence was not 
rational but theological. Obedience re-
mained a theological virtue, merely re-
directed from one ethnic elite to anoth-
er (Schliesser, 2018, p. 5). The fact that 
churches became a site of mass killing 
despite their moral authority highlights 
the complex role that church institu-
tions and discourse played in the events 
leading up to and during the genocide. 
Rather than challenging the violence, 
many church authorities failed to mo-
bilize their moral influence to condemn 
the killings, reinforcing existing struc-
tures of obedience and authority. In this 
sense, the Church’s responsibility lies 
less in directly instigating violence than 
in its inability to confront it through its 
moral and institutional authority. 

In South Africa, by contrast, churches 
gradually came to recognize the insep-
arability of history and salvation. Taira 
explains how, grounded in Christ’s ap-
parent failure on the cross, the Church 

can find, in faithfulness to the Gospel, 
the need to risk for failure rather than 
prioritize success of limited moral sig-
nificance (Taira, 2018, p. 26). Chris-
tian commitment becomes grounded 
in faithfulness, even when it demands 
sacrifice, loss, or suffering. Drawing 
on a theological reading of Jesus’ cru-
cifixion, Aguilar explains how a tragic 
death, caused by political and religious 
authorities, can become salvific inso-
far as it reveals a life given for others 
within history (Aguilar 2009, p. 17). 
Christian leaders in South Africa came 
to understand that deferring justice to 
the afterlife was theologically inconsis-
tent with this interpretation of suffer-
ing (Tutu, 1983, p. 6). Instead, suffer-
ing was reinterpreted as a demand for 
solidarity, resistance, and historical re-
sponsibility (Borer, 2014, p. 126). Giv-
en that over seventy percent of South 
Africans identified as Christian, church 
organizations became central actors in 
the anti-apartheid struggle. 
The South African Council of Church-
es (SACC) and the Southern African 
Catholic Bishops’ Conference (SAC-
BC) were gradually politicized through 
sustained engagement in civil soci-
ety and escalating confrontation with 
the apartheid state. Initially limited to 
cautious statements condemning hu-
man rights violations, both organiza-
tions developed a pattern of overt po-
litical action aimed at the dismantling 
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of apartheid and the establishment of 
a democratic South Africa, which they 
came to view as inseparable from their 
Christian mission. By the late 1890s, 
Christian activists were leading pro-
test marches, boycotting elections, and 
coordinating with banned liberation 
movements. This shift was decisive: it 
grounded the agency’s role in finding 
salvation in present action rather than 
passive endurance, transforming polit-
ical engagement into a theological ob-
ligation rather than a strategic choice. 
The points where the white settler 
church and the mission church inter-
sected inevitably gave rise to theolog-
ical conflict. These encounters exposed 
the moral contradictions of apartheid 
and of the church silencer. The church 
was forced to confront apartheid more 
directly. 
As South African churches progres-
sively disentangled themselves from 
state authority, they assumed significant 
risks, including repression and the loss 
of privilege (Nelson, 2002-2003, p. 68). 
At the same time, they encouraged the 
oppressed to claim political agency, re-
framing democracy as part of Christian 
responsibility. This development cannot 
be explained solely by rational-choice 
logic. Black Catholics already consti-
tuted the majority of church member-
ship, meaning that democratization did 
not promise greater institutional domi-
nance (Bate, 1999, p.2). Instead, as Bate 

shows, the Church underwent internal 
contestation and democratization, chal-
lenging its own hierarchical structures 
and redefining legitimacy in terms of 
participation and accountability (Ibid, 
1999, p.3). Such transformations di-
rectly contradict Gill’s assumption of 
the Church as a unitary, stable institu-
tion pursuing institutional survival. In 
South Africa, opposition to the state 
was not irrational in light of the even-
tual sanctions, but theologically neces-
sary for the Church to remain morally 
coherent within its historical context. 

Ultimately, by comparing South Af-
rica and Rwanda, it has been demon-
strated that institutional incentives and 
strategic adaptation alone cannot ac-
count for the divergent trajectories of 
church-state relations. While Anthony 
Gill’s rational-choice framework con-
vincingly explains church behavior 
under colonial rule  Though, Anthony 
Gill’s rational-choice framework re-
mains useful in defining the Christian 
church’s role in the context of racial-
ized colonial rule, with religious privi-
lege, educational monopoly, and politi-
cal authority at play, his arguments can 
do little in explaining unique post-colo-
nial trajectories. The South African and 
Rwandan cases reveal that the decisive 
factor shaping church behavior towards 
democracy was not institutional com-
petition, but theology: specifically, how 
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suffering, authority, and salvation were 
interpreted within the context of history. 
Under colonialism, Christian churches 
in both countries functioned as pillars 
of political authority. The Dutch Re-
formed Church, in South Africa, sacral-
ized racial hierarchy and framed obedi-
ence to the state as divinely ordained, 
while in Rwanda, Catholicism became 
an extension of Belgian rule, legitimat-
ing elite governance and discouraging 
mass political participation. One of 
Gill’s arguments, asserting that church-
es act as rational institutional actors to 
preserve their monopoly, is persuasive, 
in this regard.
However, the post-colonial period 
presents a theoretical puzzle that Gill’s 
framework cannot resolve. Following 
independence, both South Africa and 
Rwanda experienced authoritarian gov-
ernance, political instability, escalating 
violence, and internal moral reflections. 
From a rational-choice perspective, 
such conditions should have produced 
comparable strategic adaptations aimed 
at preserving institutional survival. Yet, 
in South Africa, churches increasingly 
broke with the apartheid regime and 
emerged as central actors in the demo-
cratic struggle, despite risks of repres-
sion and loss of privilege. By contrast, 
in Rwanda, churches remained aligned 
with political authority and, in many 
cases, became complicit in genocidal 
violence. This divergence cannot be 

explained through institutional incen-
tives. 
The analysis reveals that the divergence 
between Rwanda and South Africa is 
most pronounced in the theological in-
terpretation of suffering by Christian 
churches. In Rwanda, suffering was ab-
stracted into obedience within a divine-
ly sanctioned social order, with salva-
tion deferred to a future beyond history. 
This framework normalized hierarchy, 
ethnic exclusion, and political accom-
modation, rendering violence moral-
ly unintelligible rather than morally 
disruptive. As Longman and Aguilar 
demonstrate, the Church’s failure was 
therefore theological rather than mere-
ly political: scripture was mobilized to 
confirm social order rather than to in-
terrogate it. The Church did not rupture 
with colonial structures of authority af-
ter independence but reproduced them. 
In South Africa, by contrast, churches 
gradually came to recognize the insepa-
rability of history and salvation. Draw-
ing on the Gospels and Christ’s cruci-
fixion as a death caused by political and 
religious authorities and meaningful as 
a life given for others, Christian lead-
ers rejected the deferral of justice to the 
afterlife. Suffering was reinterpreted 
as a demand for solidarity, resistance, 
and historical responsibility, grounding 
salvation in present action rather than 
passive endurance. 
Crucially, this transformation involved 
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internal ecclesial change through 
which authoritative church power was 
challenged, and political action was 
re-grounded in scripture and belief. 
Both cases demonstrate that the Church 
does not operate as a stable or unitary 
actor, but rather as one that is sensitive 
to social context and civil mobilization 
in its pursuit of theological coherence 
when interpreting this reality through 
God’s values. Church survival, in this 
sense, becomes less dependent on state 
support than on the Church’s capaci-
ty to act in ways that are theologically 
consistent and morally credible to en-
sure present agency. 
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