An Encounter with Africa
My urban story has always been a pilgrimage into encountering the new.  5000 Kurdish Alevi refugees descending on Hackney opened me up to experiencing the complexities of the Turkish community in London.  Moving onto the Winstanley estate, because I didn't have anywhere else to live, immersed me in the life of one of London's more deprived council estates.  More recently I have begun to encounter the east London Muslim community in all its complexity and ethnic variety.  My earlier experiences working for the Middle East Council of Churches in Cyprus was a good preparation for these encounters as I was exposed to the subtle varieties of eastern Christianity within an Arabic and Muslim milieu.  But no matter what urban survival skills you have developed the constant encounter with the new in urban London is always challenging and often disorientating.  This is particularly the case if you seek to engage with integrity and authenticity rather than just get swept along in the flow, or protect yourself from the chaos behind a castle of tried and tested formulas. Perhaps my most sustained encounter with the new has been my encounter with the London African community and particularly with the emergence of African Christianity as a force in urban mission and beyond.  I will go on to explore this part of my pilgrimage in more detail.

Encounters in south west London

When I moved to Clapham in south west London I began to truly encounter black people for the first time. My experiences and friendships with black people, however, were mainly with people of Caribbean background. There were African people around but I never developed any long-term intimacy with them and this has continued up until now. Although I have come to know many people of African origin I couldn't honestly say that I have really got to know any, or have an intimate understanding of Afro-London culture. Nonetheless I was interested. I came across a number of African people and their difference from Caribbean people was very obvious. It also became obvious that most 'African' people in London were actually from West Africa - mainly Nigerians and Ghanaians with a few from Sierra Leone. I did meet Africans from other parts of Africa and they again had their distinctive culture not the least being that they were parts of relatively small ethnic groups in London, whilst the West African groups were large and significant.

My basic arena for encountering these West African people was the church. Certainly African people were and are very religious and it is this which has been the key factor in my relationship with the West African diaspora in  London. The religious undergirding of many African people's lives is well illustrated by these quotes:

My faith helped me. I prayed and sometimes harangued God. I got angry with him for being so slow and would invariably boycott going to church just to show him how angry I was. I always went back, though, whenever it was precipitated the worries melted dew-like into the air. Hence my favourite hymn is still 'O love that will not let me go', especially the line "I see the rainbow through the rain".

Emecheta 1986 p 43

"God will answer our prayers, Simi" Bose said "I pray to Him everyday. I don't miss church on Sundays. I must give glory to His name. I hope you still go to service"

"Service? Church will not feed me. What has your God give me?"

"Simi, Simi, please don't speak word like that, please? "Bose looked stricken.

"Where is He? Your father in heaven? Has he remove you from cleaning white man vomit? Has he carry you away from the ghetto you live in to the fine house you want build back home? How much you save since you are in this country? That girl, Dora, not old to clean her nose, shout and you shake, fearing of losing your job ... your job" She spat onto the pavement

"Ah Simi, God time is the best. I want to go back home, marry, and build house on my land. God time is the best"

 Oni 1994 p162

That the church was where I began to meet with African people, perhaps explains why most of my encounters were with women (see Nwagbosa 2000). These women often seemed to be separated from their husbands and this seemed to reflect the experience that I was reading about in the work of Buchi Emecheta (Emecheta 1983) and Sandra Wallman (Wallman 1984). Emecheta had become well known by writing a fictionalized account of her experience of coming to London from Nigeria. She ended up 'In the Ditch' - a rundown north London estate and getting shot of her parasitic husband, despite intense resistance from her family, before finding a way to comparative security as a writer. Wallman’s ethnographic account of families in Battersea tells a similar story of a woman who had to divorce her (physically abusive) husband before establishing herself with her family in London. I wasn't exactly sure what had happened with the families I knew but certainly the husbands weren't around and the stories I heard, indicated similar scenarios of alienation between husband and wife and the women successfully struggling to raise a family alone. There were stable African families around but these often seemed to move out of the inner city into the kind of inner suburban communities like Wood Green where Emecheta moved (Emecheta 198?). There were many other African people as well, of course. The widower living with his mother and raising a family with her.  The woman in my tower block trying to balance raising her family single-handed with planting a church and numerous young single men who drifted in and out of the back rows of my churches and with whom I never managed to develop a relationship. I also got to know some of the children of these families, and whilst they did have a clear sense of their Africaness they tended to blend into the general black culture of their communities. A youth worker told me that he had observed boys from African backgrounds deliberately playing down their roots in order to identify with this general black youth culture. Nonetheless these families were clearly living between two cultures - the African one rooted in family and kin solidarity and the individualistic values of a London culture based on work and money. I turned to books to try and understand this African culture which I was beginning to encounter.

There was not much literature available on Africans in London. I had previously read the novels of Chinua Achebe and other African novels such as Ben Okri's - these were interesting and gave me some sense of the background in Africa. The three books I did find were very different from each other. June Ellis's West African Families in Britain was a social work monograph from the 70s (Ellis 1978). It is a typically liberal book and in many ways mirrored my relationship to Africans. It sought to understand the cultural background of West Africans in order to challenge reflex reactions to families in England. It carefully delineated cultural practices and attitudes, such as male/female relationships, child rearing practices and the underlying significance of the extended family. All helpful and informative but all written by white women and weak on an analysis of racism. The second was the books by Emecheta mentioned previously (Emecheta 1983). These were more personal and, interestingly, include a critique of social work practice in the person of a social worker who patronized the women on the estate where Emecheta lived and reinforced them in their poverty. Emecheta was also more critical of African patriarchy than the understanding liberals of West African Families. Her personal journey was one of remaining Nigerian but working out how to live in London as a lone parent. My final book was by a man - Savage Culture by Remi Kapo (Kapo 1981). This is another monograph but a political one against the entrenched racism of British society. It is rooted in Kapo's experiences in the school system and goes for a full frontal attack on the issues which West African Families avoids and Emecheta raises within a more complex narrative structure. On reflection it is clear to me that I favour the Emecheta approach - personal, narrative and complex, rather than that of professional liberalism or political diatribe. I am, I suppose, more of an observer than an activist. Nonetheless my work did throw me into a more activist mode of being.

The Zebra Project

I was appointed as a practical community worker for the Zebra Project based in Bow, east London. The project had a respected history facilitating contacts between the traditional churches and what were then called black-led churches (Smith 1989 p132, Charman 19??). I was rather surprised to get the job as I was very far from being a race relations expert! But I suppose I had some of the qualities they needed and benefited from being known to one of the black members of the interviewing panel who wanted me appointed. Hardly equal opportunities but it was my big break into the urban mission scene. The job immediately propelled me into being an expert on race relations and I found myself getting drawn into speaking engagements. This led me into situations which still make me cringe with embarrassment. I can't remember when exactly I realised it but the fact eventually dawned on me that I was getting myself into situations where I was instructing black people about racism. It still sends ugly shivers down my spine! What was I thinking of? I suppose the answer is that I was doing my job, not really knowing what I was doing but knowing that I had to do something. I knew that racism was important and had to be addressed but I hadn't understood that my first role was to listen, then to facilitate and finally to draw my tentative conclusions. Maybe I have now learnt this lesson. I was helped by doing a course at the Urban Theology Unit which introduced me to the theories of community development which I took to like a hippopotamus to a mud bath. It gave me a methodology by which I could stand back from the action, not as an interested spectator but as an engaged facilitator.

I encountered African Christianity on my first visit as a Zebra worker. We received an invitation to the annual Thanksgiving service at the Christ Apostolic Church on Kingsland Rd. in Hackney. The church had taken over a huge former priory with a vast Victorian church and a multiplicity of ancillary rooms. I arrived promptly at 10 a.m., like the invitation said, when things were just beginning to get going and proceedings sprawled on until something like 3 p.m. I can't remember much detail, only that it seemed to go on an awfully long time! I was quite at sea, not knowing why I was there but feeling that I had to be the Zebra worker. It was an experience that I repeated frequently in my early years with Zebra. I just turned up at events that I heard about and being of a rather introverted nature didn't find it easy to build from there into meaningful relationships. But there was something good about being in these black environments - I picked up some sense of what black religion was about and was forced to reflect upon my own white ethnicity look back on it now as a privilege, especially as the work led into more concrete encounters with West African church leaders.

Being in touch with the grassroots of what was happening, as my job with Zebra forced me to be, made me aware that African Christianity was the new force amongst inner city churches. At that time, in the late 80s, people were just beginning to become aware of the growing significance of Nigerian and Ghanaian Christians. Everywhere I went I found churches growing because of growing African attendance and alongside this growth in the traditional churches was the multiplication of independent African churches. These churches were of two very different sorts. There were Pentecostal churches, often with a strong American influence and the indigenous African churches whose typical representative in London were the Yoruba-origin Cherubim & Seraphim. The issue which united both churches was problems around immigration. My reading around the issue revealed that there was very little literature about either of these sorts of independent African churches, or about the African community in London generally and its specific problems with immigration. Census figures which came out in 1991 indicated that the Ghanaian born population of London had doubled in the 80s and now surpassed the Nigerian born population although this had also increased significantly. It became clear to me that there was a significant work to be done in engaging with this growing African community and its significant impact on the Christian presence in London.

Zebra had started in the 70s and had seen its job as creating partnership between the traditional white churches and the emerging Caribbean churches. Its work took many different forms over the years, but when I began working there it seemed to me to be coming to the end of its natural life as the black-led churches were less and less in need of a mediating body in order to be able to take their place as accepted an part of the church scene. They were doing it for themselves and I became convinced that it was only when they were strong and organised that true partnership could happen. I was very influenced in this by an African church leader with a long experience of the scene who said to me ' What partnership can there be between rich and poor?'. This made me see that the encouragement of independent black organizations was an integral part of developing partnership. It was the issue of immigration which caused me to be explicitly involved in this agenda.

Immigration issues

It began in a church hall in Stratford where I heard about the situation of Dora Oppong - an African woman who was under threat of deportation. In the struggles to survive in London and go through a divorce her immigration status had lapsed and she became illegally resident. The Home Office was planning to deport her and put her British born children into care. I was so stunned by this ludicrous injustice, and many others that I was hearing about that I decided that this was an issue that Zebra should make a priority. It is not an easy issue and I quickly became aware of the complexities. There were people that were the subject of outrageous injustices and there were people who had got themselves into trouble through telling half truths and running scared. There were immigration officers who were imbedded in a racist and prejudiced culture and there were left-wing activists whose opposition to any form of immigration controls was rooted in distinctly ulterior motives. I personally knew people who had been subject to callous and inhuman treatment and a Christian lawyer working in a prestigious practice working for refugees who felt distinctly uncomfortable with some of the stories she was having to support. The immigration scene was a contentious one where you were expected make a clear commitment to the party line. This made me feel uncomfortable, never being a party animal in any sense of the phrase.  Nonetheless I was, when it came down to it, more uncomfortable with what the government was up to and wanted to offer some counterbalance to its tendency towards the blind administration of injustice.

I was involved in various issues around immigration but my most interesting involvement came through a conversation with an African barrister who was wanting to set up an immigration advice service. I remember praying with her and sensing that this could turn into something significant. We approached it by calling a meeting for African Christians concerned about immigration issues. The event was a great success gathering a committed group of church leaders in the same Christ Apostolic Church where I had first felt so out of my depth. There was a tremendous energy to set up both an advice service and a wider body committed to social justice issues. My involvement seemed to be useful as a neutral through whom people could come together rather than it being the sole initiative of an individual leader. I also facilitated links with the Joint Council for the Welfare of Immigrants (JCWI) who provided some crucial professional input and enabled links with the Church Urban Fund who provided initial funding. But the fundamental energy came from the church leaders and it felt like a privilege to be involved in the evolution of an African organization. Certainly it developed in a very African fashion with a great deference shown to age and a quality of faith and hope which my cautious nature could not match. At times I struggled, there were conflicts within the organization, the treatment of women seemed problematic to me and I did make an intervention in regard to some aspects of charity law, but generally I kept my peace and let them do their own thing. The one initiative I did take was to facilitate through the JCWI a publication on African Christians and Immigration, I did little more than suggest the idea, involve a volunteer who had been referred to Zebra and help with some initial contacts. This did eventually lead to a publication which was launched at the House of Commons. This was after I left Zebra but I attended the launch. It felt slightly strange to be present at this flowering of my idea but have no recognition other than a private one from the author. This strikes me as an interesting commentary on the nature of the community development approach and the complex evolution of initiatives within multicultural London. 

African Independent Churches

This was also illustrated by my other piece of work with Africans in London. The so-called African Independent Churches are a group that has received a lot of attention in Africa (Ludwar-Ene 1990, Institute for Contextual Theology 1985). They are churches that developed independently of European missionaries, evolving a Christianity which was rooted deeply in African culture. These churches have also come over to England and have become a significant part of the inner London church scene, particularly because of their visibility: their members dress in white robes for worship and are often to be seen so attired. The large majority of these churches in London come from Yorubaland in south west Nigeria. The most prominent group is the Cherubim & Seraphim (Omoyajowo 1982, Famodimu 1990) but the Celestial Church of Christ (Obafemi 1986) is also widespread. The established British churches have not been quite sure what to make of these churches. Many view them sceptically as a semi-Christian cult, whilst others, perhaps wary of accusations of racism, welcome them into the fold without trying to understand what their theology is. I therefore sort to engage with the churches more thoroughly. I discovered a complex world where it was not easy to make simple distinctions. My main partner on this journey was a gentle elderly Nigerian Father Abidoye who used to be the spiritual leader of the Cherubim & Seraphim in London. We put on a seminar together and he gave me contacts which enabled the production of a booklet of interviews with leaders of the churches. Whilst we have not continued to see each other it was a warm and, I think, mutually beneficial relationship. 

I met another spiritual leader - this time of the Celestial church and this was a very different experience. I was introduced to the leader by the leader of a church whose church I visited on one of my speculative visits. It was in a large, rambling house in Bird-in-Bush Lane in Peckham. The house was dimly lit and the leader treated with a reverential awe. I wasn't exactly sure why I was there but it seemed like a good thing to do and not an opportunity to be passed up. The leader spoke little about the practical details of the Celestial church in London but mainly about his spiritual experiences and their emphasis upon dreams and visions. The principal qualification for leadership in the church seemed to be this ability to dream dreams and see visions. It was a thoroughly remarkable and disorienting experience, as I emerged from the house into a wet Peckham evening I wasn't exactly sure where I was, so alien and strange had been the previous two hours. It was a very different experience from the warm intimacy I experienced with Father Abidoye. The strangeness seemed to be echoed in the relationship between the Celestial church and the outside world. They kept their distance from society (not helped, perhaps, by a very negative TV documentary screened around the same time), English churches and the other 'white robed'
 African churches (they wouldn't join the umbrella body that had been formed to represent them).

I began to see a pattern in these African Independent Churches in London.  They seemed to express varying degrees of separation or engagement with society. This separation or engagement was expressed at every level, churches that wanted to engage were also concerned to develop a theology which whilst expressing their particular emphasises was also in line with orthodox Christianity. Those which wished to keep separate tended to develop less orthodox theologies. This was true within the Cherubim & Seraphim. Father Abidoye was keen to counter what orthodox Christianity would see as heretical e.g. praying to angels, but was equally keen to justify apparently strange practices, such as the wearing of white robes, as being biblical (as indeed it is - see Revelation 6 & 7). What became clear to me was that everything depended upon personal engagement. There were some groups who weren't really interested in engaging with me on anything other than their terms but there were others who wanted to enter into genuine dialogue and partnership. It was here that the genuine complexities could be explored and new expressions of culture and religion developed
.

African Christianity

Looking back on these days leaves me with a tinge of regret. I did feel myself to be genuinely on the edge, pioneering something which broke through new ground. I moved on to work for an explicitly Evangelical organization, which whilst being on the extremely ecumenical side of Evangelicalism did still feel restrictive and wasn't a suitable base from which to develop my relationships with the Cherubim & Seraphim. It would, perhaps, have been easier to develop relationships with the increasingly significant independent African Pentecostal churches which were really beginning to take off at this time. They had a theology which I often found unconducive, however, when it was based in what my natural constituency - that of radical urban mission - would dismiss as the 'prosperity gospel' and especially when it was fatally tainted by American influence. I did engage with these churches whilst at Zebra, however, and did some work with a Pentecostal Holiness college (with an American principal). But the churches seemed to be largely going off on their own trajectories towards growing and multiplying congregations. At times this did make me feel uncomfortable. I remember attending a meeting of the well-known Nigerian evangelist Benson Idahosa and feeling ill at ease with the forceful, overwhelming personality of the man and the hero worship of the congregation. I find similarly myself uncomfortable with the present highly regarded leader - Matthew Ashimalowo both because of the emphasis upon the man as the anointed one and the theological stress placed on Christianity as a means to prosperity and success
. And yet at the same time I find myself fascinated by both the success of the formula and its earthy relevance to inner London culture. The message that Christianity can help get you out of poverty, low self-esteem and constant struggle is certainly more relevant than the gospel of self-realization and global awareness which me and my peers tend to peddle. This kind of practical Christianity which provides directly relevant answers to felt-needs was something I frequently encountered amongst African churches of all sorts. When it was in the context of relationships with leaders of the Cherubim & Seraphim I found it understandable, if not personally attractive, but when it is in the context of rather distant leaders I find myself resistant and prickly.

Certainly there is a significant issue for how growing and buoyant African Christianity is going to relate to the English church. This was illustrated for me when I heard a leading English church leader talk about his conversation with an African leader of a large church within his denomination who was criticising English church practices. The English leader wanted to have the similar freedom to criticise African church practices but was warned off by the claim of the African church leader that he was the chief of his 'tribe' and that was an effective way for him to run his church. This may be the truth if his church is to remain African
 but if he seeks to reach out beyond this constituency then that attitude would be highly problematic. Other African leaders that I have heard seem to be developing a wiser and more thoughtful approach, for there is a strong desire amongst these growing churches to reach out to the white population. I have no doubt that it is at this point, when African leaders can be both rooted in their own culture and traditions yet also see the need to engage with English culture - not as the source of all truth but a partner in theological dialogue - that the most promising future will unfold.

Since I left the Zebra project in the early 90s the African churches have continued to flourish and have become more established. The primary felt need of the churches seems to have shifted from immigration advice to developing supplementary education to support their children through the limitations of inner city schooling
. The importance of the African dimension in London Christianity seems to be better recognised also - there is now, for instance, an African bishop of Stepney
 albeit from East rather than West Africa. What is clear about the African Christian scene is that it is very thrusting and dynamic and is less likely to adopt a specifically black identity. This appears to be for two main reasons, first that the churches have a strong desire to reach beyond the black constituency and reach white people and secondly because of a rejection of the notion of being victims. Afro-London Christianity understands itself to be a religion of empowerment which enables people to reach their full potential. This causes the churches to be happy to project an image of prosperity and success and to seek to claim their place in the limelight. Kingsway International Christian Church is a good example of this with their plans to redevelop a site in the east of Hackney - not simply as a church but as a multipurpose entertainment and retail centre (Hackney Gazette 2001) but it is still far from clear that they will succeed as Hackney council has different plans for the site
. It will be interesting to see how much they play the race card, accusing the council of racism if they don't get their way. Talking with African church leaders has made me realise that they are fully aware of the opportunities which being black presents them - they can get access to government and get themselves heard as representatives of black communities. But they are also aware of the dangers of getting stereotyped as merely a sectional black interest which will ultimately be marginalised. There is a strong entrepreneurial dynamic within African Christianity at the moment (Opesan 2000 p197) which is something new for inner city Christians
 - although it could be argued that the success of Victorian Christianity was similarly entrepreneurial. The pursuit of success seems to underlie the struggles of individual Africans in London and of African churches.  It is well illustrated by this poem:

Examination

I have passed

I have succeeded

I have achieved

I have acquired the knowledge

That never fades

And rejoiced over the applause

That echoes the sound of happiness

That would never be drowned;

I have sounded the trumpet

And blew the whistle

That will ever be remembered;

The fame of success

That everyone dreams!

Mike Omeku

As I indicated above I find it difficult to really be comfortable with this approach.  Much of my personal identity has been bound up with differentiating myself from English middle-class values which emphasise respectable careers and financial security at all costs!  And there are dilemmas for Africans in London who do not manage to 'succeed', as Emecheta comments on the grand names predicting success for sons:

I know many Ibo men in Europe and America who will never go home because they have failed to live up to the names given them by their parents

Emecheta 1986 p12

Nonetheless the new rejection of victimhood must be significant and a challenge to the white, middle-class urban mission dominated by people like me who are using it to find a new, supposedly more radical, version of Christianity. Maybe something new will emerge out of the mix.

Racism and exploring my own ethnicity

My journey through Africa has led me to an interesting place. It has particularly caused me to confront racism and the institutional injustices of the English establishment.

The issue of racism

It is not possible to engage with this personal journey without addressing the uncomfortable issue of racism. Racism is a disturbing reality which is present in all relationships between black and white people. It is a crucial part of the complex nature of London. But how do we understand it in a way which is liberating rather than entrenching us in our tribes and self-righteous cliques? Much has been written on this subject but let me offer my own thoughts as a reflection on my own journey.

Racism is not merely about personal prejudice. Certainly prejudice is one of the roots of racism and no anti-racist strategy which does not address prejudice is of much use, but prejudice does not describe the entirety of the problems between black and white. Prejudice exists everywhere. Between English and Welsh. Between French and British. Between African and Caribbean. Between Nigerian and Ghanaian. Between Yoruba and Ibo. Between south Londoner and north Londoner. Everywhere we look we can see prejudice between groups, but this can distract us from the true relationship between black and white. Sure enough there is prejudice on both sides. I always remember a conversation I heard between two black youths in a take-away in Battersea "the trouble with white people is that when they see a black person they just see that you are black", the more you think about this quote the more it sends your head spinning. It illustrates that arguments about who is the more prejudiced don't get you very far. This is why people developed the prejudice + power = racism equation. This equation is certainly helpful and contains the important perception that racism contains but is more than prejudice. It shows how the prejudice between two equal groups is not as problematic as the prejudice that a dominant group might hold against a minority group. Thus it begins to demonstrate how white prejudice against black people is particularly destructive when white people have the power to discriminate against black people. Black people may be prejudiced against white individuals but if they don't have the power to oppress them it is less destructive. Nonetheless the formulation has its limitations. In the complex reality of London black people do have power in certain situations, whether that be in churches where they form the overwhelming majority of the congregation or in a voluntary organization rather too desperately trying to be anti-racist. The issue of racism can therefore be avoided when people have experienced black individuals operating in an oppressive manner where they have acquired a modicum of power. I have certainly witnessed this kind of reaction to anti-racist discussions which trot out the prejudice + power mantra without taking account of people's actual experiences. The equation doesn't do full justice to the problem of racism in black/white relationships because it lacks historical depth. 

We need to recognise that racism is not a personal prejudice which can be overcome by a pseudo conversion experience as envisaged by Katz's Racism Awareness Training but is a historical reality which underpins and, in highly complex ways, determines all relationships between black and white people. Racism is about slavery and its intellectual justifications, it is about scare stories in fifties newspapers concerning black immigration, it is a family story about a landlord's prejudice, it is about an educational institution which fails to provide an education for black boys. It is about all these things, and more.  It is about all the things that have together created disparity, distrust and injustice. It is the backdrop which makes relationships between black and white people problematic even when loving friendships seem to transcend both the painful history of conflict and the racist institutions which are prejudiced even when the individuals in them don't want to be. It is the complex reality in which we must all try and live.

So given that racism is such a pervasive and complex issue why seek to describe and reflect on my encounters with Africa in London?  Surely I am bound to find myself snared by the very issues I am seeking to analyse.  This may well be the case, but it seems to me that to avoid engaging with the issue of racism and cultural complexity in London is to partake in a traditional expression of English paternalism which is particularly evident in Kipling (Kipling 1990).  This says "You can't understand them, you try to be understanding and it just doesn't work - you'll be rejected by them and by your own. Steer clear, save yourself the trouble." But retreating from the issue is being blind to the opportunities created by the changes which are unfolding in contemporary culture- as Gilroy (Gilroy 1998) says:

... the complex pluralism of Britain's inner urban streets demonstrates that, among the poor, elaborate syncretic processes are under way. This is not simple integration, but a complex, nonlinear phenomenon. Each contributary element is itself transformed in their coming together. The kaleidoscopic formations ... are growing daily more detailed and more beautiful. Yet where black art and aesthetics are debated in conference after conference it is becoming harder to dislodge the belief that ethnic differences constitute an absolute break in humanity and history. p310

The belief that racism can be successfully overcome is not best seen as a dream to which we can aspire but a very practical recognition that cultural and racial politics are always changing and evolving and that things won't stay as they are.  The question is - how will our actions today effect the changes which are inevitably coming tomorrow?

Encountering my ethnicity

But my African encounter has also caused me to encounter my own Englishness and this is perhaps worth describing in more detail. Spending a lot of time in exclusively black environments made me, for the first time, reflect on what it means to be white. This was problematic because so much of what it seemed to mean to be white and English - bulldogs and union jacks, cycling through the mist to the parish church and the gray face of triplicate bureaucracy - had little to do with me. It therefore made me look at what kind of Englishness I could identify with. I began with the Anglo-Saxons, seeking to develop a spirituality rooted in these first English Christians - in some ways paralleling the current fashion for Celtic Christianity. This was a fascinating exercise and I was struck by how conducive Anglo-Saxon thought seemed to me - especially the emphasis upon heroes who were heroes not because they were successful but because they resolutely lived out their fate. In other ways there was much similarity between Anglo-Saxon Christianity and Celtic Christianity - a similar wholism and emphasis upon the deep connections between humanity and creation. Working from this base I returned to the work of Gerard Winstanley who I had studied at university. Winstanley was a radical thinker and activist during the aftermath of the English Civil War who picked up the theme of the Norman Yoke. This myth based the oppressive aspects of English culture on the imposed feudalism of the Norman conquest and sought to root traditions of democracy and freedom in the earlier Anglo-Saxon culture. This might not stand up to intense scrutiny but it is an idea which has given strength and rationale to the radical tradition in English culture. I was particularly interested to see that the radical tradition was rooted in religious Dissent which is my own church tradition - that the political rejection of monarchy was first tried out in the independent congregations which rejected the monarchical control of bishops and establishment dogma (Hill 1996). There was, in fact, a whole alternative English culture which has been fighting for centuries against the oppressive institutions which I had noticed in the immigration service. This was not a Englishness which was narrow and parochial but one which was liberationist and egalitarian. And its roots were Christian. Admittedly this Dissenting radical tradition declined in the wake of the success of the evangelical revival
 and the success of Nonconformist churches in the Victorian era.  The Rights of Man by Tom Paine became the basic text of radicalism rather than the Bible (Hill 1996, Hampton 1984). But the tradition is still there in nonconformist churches and its significance is acknowledged by the likes of Tony Benn and many unknown activists within local churches and their communities. It is a struggle within a tradition that has become largely middle-class and cautious with about as much radicalism as a Queens garden party, but places like the Urban Theology Unit have kept the flame alive.

Anthropology has been a process by which we have learnt about ourselves by examining the stranger. My experience in black London has been similar. It has taught me about myself and returned me to my roots but it has also, hopefully, broadened me and given me wider sympathies and insights. The city offers this to us all, especially if we can take the risk of moving out of our comfort zones and engaging with what appears to be different, even if it is only to discover that a common humanity is shared by us all. For although I have never achieved a true intimacy with African Londoners the friendships that have emerged have been rooted in a common human struggle to survive and flourish in the chaotic complexity of the city. I am left with two images of my ongoing encounter with Africa in London. Firstly there is our African cleaning woman (supplied to us by a small agency run by a cockney of Jewish ancestry), who despite the fact that it is a temporary measure brought on by my disability and my wife's operation, seems to be a reminder of the traditional relationship between black and white - she does after all receive a wage I would consider derisory. Secondly there is the discovery in David Killingray’s Africans in Britain (Killingray 1994) of a reference to my book of interviews with the Cherubim & Seraphim. My place in the annals of the African presence in London is secure, despite the fact that it is given a date of 1972 when I was 10 years old!
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�  The churches are often called white-robe churches although this has something of a derogatory sense to it. We often called them Aladura churches which is the Yoruba word for praying and well defines how the churches see themselves.


� The complexity of African Christianity and its relationship with Britain was brought home to me recently reading a book by Jeremy Goring on religion in Lewes, East Sussex where my father's family came from.  Jeremy Goring is the European representative of a group called for Brotherhood of the Cross and Star who I was familiar with from my work in London.  They always appeared to be a heterodox and isolationist pan African movement -- so their involvement with Goring once a Unitarian minister and a lecturer in history at Goldsmiths College is particularly intriguing!


�  A recent poster campaign in Hackney pictures Ashimalowo with the text "Let this man help you take control of your family and finances". The lack of reference to God mirrors a similar shyness in poster campaigns for more mainstream evangelists such as Billy Graham.


� Although I would imagine that second and third generation Africans will start to question this leadership style


�  Based on my work with the CANDL where I am now employed.


�  John Sentamu who has recently been appointed Bishop of Birmingham


� Kingsway are recently encountered problems with the Charity Commission who've taken them into receivership.  This has sent shockwaves through the African churches and is seen by some as an example of institutional prejudice against black churches.


�  But see the work of Andrew Mawson at Bromley-by-Bow


�  Although there was a radical dimension to Methodism, particularly amongst the Primitive Methodists who were crucial to the development of Trade Unionism.


�   This is explored further in the chapter Rencountering Nonconformity





