

“CHRIST DIDN’T HAVE TO DO IT, BUT HE DID”

Perhaps it is useful to begin my remarks by recalling the long, historical link between Liberia and the United States.

The Liberian Constitutional Convention held in Monrovia through July, 1847, was modeled after the first Continental Congress, held at Philadelphia in September, 1774. Our Convention was called to order nearly twenty six years after the American Colonization Society (ACS) landed scores of descendants of slaves at Cape Mesurado. The Constitution the Convention adopted that year was also modeled after the US Constitution. An American professor is credited with writing significant portions of the Constitution. The Declaration of Independence of the first Liberian Constitution, essentially our Bill of Rights, says that 

“The end of the institution, maintenance and administration of government is to secure the existence of the body politic, to protect it, and to furnish the individuals who compose [the state] with the power of enjoying in safety and tranquility their natural rights and the blessings of life…” (Emphasis added)

To secure these blessings for posterity, the goal of Liberian enterprise was to

“Establish justice

“Ensure domestic peace, 

“Promote the general welfare.”
But only returnees in otherwise “sovereign and independent localities” that had earlier amalgamated themselves into three counties participated in the process.  It was violent and fraudulent. Violence prevented many polls in Grand Bassa County, and probably all polls in Sinoe County, from opening.  Montserrado County, the location of Monrovia named six of the eleven Convention delegates.  The delegation included the president of the Convention. 

The fraud included the report that on July 26, 1847, the Constitution was “unanimously approved” by the three counties! In nearly 160 years since:  

· Liberia only conducted two complete national censuses, in 1962 and 1974;

· Last year, the United Nations estimated that 85% of Liberians were illiterate; that 85% are unemployed, and that over 76% live on less than US$1 a day.  

· Poverty in Liberia is such that the United Nations since 1996 does not rank it among the poorest countries of the world. 

In 1821, the Society “purchased” a tract of land 140 miles by forty miles from the chieftains of Cape Mesurado for three hundred dollars, tendered in beads, gin, and other artifacts. American Naval Captain Robert Ford Stockton’s threat to shoot all chieftains leaving the “palaver” who had not signed the Ducor Contract of December 15, 1821 made the purchase possible.  The absence of good faith that formed the Liberian state has sustained division of the body politic.

The Liberian state has its roots in the proposition proclaimed by Jonathan Edwards, Jr. in 1792: unless blacks were expelled from the United States, future generations of whites “will infallibly be a mongrel breed …” Edwards considered expelling blacks an act of philanthropy, for in at their new settlement, the mixed race children of former slave masters, superior by virtue of their skin color, would become the natural rulers.  Edwards considered this “natural” succession as “compensation” for the injustice of racism.

Edwards’ logic significantly influenced the American Colonization Society (ACS) and governance in Liberia. The ACS groomed the lighter skinned returnees in the Liberian colony to succeed it. At independence, it transferred all political, economic and social power to the mixed-race offspring of former slave masters. As the ACS had done itself, natives were denied all rights of citizenship, and dispossessed of their ancestral land.  The government of independent Liberia continued the practice.

Skin color was the basis of this policy; the “politics of pigmentation” eventuated in 1871 in the violent death of President Edward J. Roye, the first of three Liberian presidents to be killed as a result of political violence. Two other presidents followed in 1980 and 1990. An untold hundreds of thousands of ordinary Liberians have also died in nearly one hundred deadly conflicts.  

And so a potential freedom enterprise, mis-informed and guided by bigotry, became a nightmare. Since 1822, the country has experienced no lasting peace; nearly 100 “deadly conflicts” have occurred. 

The ACS landed its charges on land inhabited primarily by Bassa, Dey, Gola and Vai ethnic groups. We do not yet know when these groups arrived on the Grain Coast.  We know, however, that the Portuguese first traded with the natives inhibiting Dozoa Island and surrounding territory in 1522. 

The promise of Liberia was betrayed by bigotry and ignorance. The promise was betrayed by law and custom that summarily dispossessed natives of their ancestral land, and denied them rights established by the constitution. 

Tribal cultures reject land sale and land degradation because in African societies, land is owned by the people. The people include both the living and the dead. Dead ancestors physically and spiritually inhabit the land, and their welfare, in a sense, is more important than that of the living. Their rights are older than those of the living. The living people are mere custodians of the heritage. 

On the other hand, the system that declared natives squatters deeded a parcel of land to each returnee 21 years old and over, upon arriving in the colony. Today, natives can still be summarily evicted from their ancestral land. This policy ensures that land is not a financial asset.  This policy explains rural poverty and hunger. 

The returnees and their descendants were bigots, although bigotry had hurt them. Thus Edwin Barclay who was president from 1930 to 1943, while Attorney General, argued before the Liberian Supreme Court on May 15, 1919, that the Constitution did not confer the “blessings of liberty” on persons living outside the forty mile radius of the Ducor purchase. 

Although the Supreme Court ruled against it, successive Governments denied native Liberians the rights of citizenship until 1964. Customs and the 1964 law have yet to meet.  Liberia’s dual legal system remains unequal. The “Rules to Govern the Hinterland” that the Tubman Administration adopted in 1948 that is consistent with the Edwin Barclay argument remains valid, even as we speak.  

Ignorance and bigotry betrayed the promise of the Liberian enterprise. For these reasons, the story of education of the native child in Liberia, then and now, is the story of Christian missionary effort.   

With this historical background, I want to briefly discuss the long, enduring work you have begun in terms of what Christ did. He did not have to do it, but He did.  We particularly appreciate that you don’t have to do what you are committed to do, but we know you have begun.

As I speak to you, construction of a multi-purpose school building is proceeding in Zondo Town.  The construction has been financed by your contributions. A son of the clan, Jacob Karngar, my nephew, and his family, fleeing the war, brought to your attention our need for education.  You have responded beyond our wildest dreams. You have already generously contributed to a ministry in a remote Bassa village that even the motor car has not reached in the 21st century. 

Allow me to remind you of a Christian context for why we are here. The title of a chorus provides the context.  It simply says, “CHRIST DIDN’T HAVE TO DO IT, BUT HE DID.”

We are Christians because He fulfilled prophesy, including that found in Chapter 53 of Isaiah. That is why His prayer in the Garden unequivocally left determination of His fate—whether there would be Cavalry or not—to His father!  His cruel death makes each of us here “joint heirs with Him.” 

I want you to think of much smaller things He does every day. I want you to think of the assistance you have given the people of Gianda Clan in similar terms: you did not have to do them, but you did.  That is why we appreciate what you have done.   

But in a meaningful way, I want to relate the purpose of our gathering to Luke’s summation of Christ’s mission, as recorded in Chapter IV, verses 18 and 19:


The Spirit of the Lord is upon me [God the Son], 


Because He [God the Father] has chosen me [God the Son] to 


Bring good news to the poor; 


He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives


And recovery of sight to the blind, 


To set free the oppressed


And announce that the time has come 


When the Lord will save His people.


(Good News Bible)

Dr. Luke focused on what Christ did, I believe, to emphasize the wholeness of Christ’s mission. 

For us of Gianda Clan and of the Zondo Mission, our quest for education is a quest to empower ourselves to deliver our country, to rescue our perpetually unstable patrimony to live up to its promise. Our quest for education is a quest for salvation of souls, for it was the Gospel that brought us education. 

Our quest reflects a desire to create the critical mass of committed, visionary Christian individuals without whom Liberia will never establish justice, ensure domestic peace or promote the general welfare.  Our quest is for the dignity of the individual for whom Christ died.  It is a quest for life in its larger freedom.  It is a quest to remove the errors underlying Liberia’s founding. 
School Comes to Zondo

It began in the period between the world wars. The relationship between the natives and the government in Monrovia had worsened progressively since 1822. Following President Arthur Barclay’s (1904-12) proclamation of an “Interior Policy”, designed to “pacify” the negatives, the relationship deteriorated further. In 1915, reflecting the conditions, President Daniel E. Howard announced a policy which denied natives the right to purchase gun powder and any warlike materials. 

Liberian government officials increased their ruthless suppression and exploitation of natives with impunity. They conscripted natives to work on projects, public and private, without compensation. Natives carried officials and their paramours traveling in their areas in hammocks on their heads. Officials imposed whatever fines, for any imagined or real offenses. Natives were forced to carry the looted “belongings” of the officials long distances on their heads.  Oftentimes, soldiers of the Liberian Frontier Force that Arthur Barclay had created in 1908, beat and killed natives who tried to escape from a traveling gang.  Stories of brutalities are documented by American and European writers!

There was, however, an unwritten rule that governed officials on trek in the interior.  When traveling officials found a town at least one of whose residents spoke English that was a “civilized” village. Its residents were automatically excused from “compensating” the officials for their services, and from “transporting” them and their wares to the next native village.  

It was at this time that some three American and Canadians came to Zondo in 1931.

The story is reminiscent of the Old Testament.  It is as follows. Giabar Zondo, a notable of the Gianda Village State, was enterprising. He desired to accumulate wealth, defined in terms of number of wives, cattle, domestic slaves, and a large retinue of praise singers. As King Saul and others of the Old Testament did, Zondo decided to travel to a far “country” to consult the oracles and to obtain their blessing. But the oracles told him that he would never become wealthy.  Instead, his name would be known around the world if he did as told; even white people would come from across the seas and work with him. 

Unknown to Zondo, a group of American and Canadian Christians had established a station near the Atlantic Coast.  Then around 1929/1930, the station burned and the missionaries decided against rebuilding the station on the same site.  

Fortunately for the people of Gianda, the missionaries’ request to settle at other individual sites between the coast and Gianda were denied, or the locations were determined unsuitable. Undaunted, the missionaries continued their search for a new site, moving further into the interior—outside the forty miles radius maintained by Monrovia—arriving in Giabar Zondo’s town in Gianda Clan in 1931. The men asked for permission to establish the Christian religion in the Clan.  

Zondo consulted the elders of satellite villages. All agreed to permit the missionaries to establish a Baptist Church.  The church and a reading class were established at Zondo Town in 1931.  Some of the new Christians also sent their children to work with the missionaries, as payment for the privilege of attending school. The workers learned to read and write primarily so that they would become “civilized” and protect their villages from tyrannical and unscrupulous government officials.

From 1931 to 1939, the missionaries evangelized as well as taught some of the faithful to read and write, to the fourth grade level. But during World War II, the missionaries returned to America and Canada.  So, between 1940 and 1944, there was no school at Zondo, and officials from the coast returned to avenge the period they could not exploit residents of the village state. Against this background, the Zondo Christians declared a weeklong Fast and Prayer Meeting at the old Mission Campus.  

Not long after the end of the prayer meeting, three missionaries--Reverends Arthur Nickerson, Harlan Reilly and Robert Smith--returned to visit the Christians they had left behind.  When the missionaries returned in 1944, Pastor Gaye Gbadyu, Deacons William Nyannankpe, Ji Hwieto, Joel Gould, with their wives, and other prayer warriors, had remained faithful to Christ. These giants asked the missionaries to return and help them.  The missionaries consented and returned in January, 1945.  

The Mid-Mission at Zondo was operated by the Mid-Mission, headquartered at Cleveland, Ohio.  It educated scores of youth from Gianda and elsewhere, mostly men, between 1945 and 1957, when the station was closed. 

Time does not allow me to mention many of the men and women who are today contributing to Liberian transformation, working across the country.  Let me mention just a few.  Many are engaged in planting churches, teaching school, manning health delivery systems, etc.  Many are disposed to actively participate in a process of Zondo regeneration.  Let me name and few.

James Garmondeh Nyannanakpe, a son of Deacon William Nyannankpe in 1964 resigned his employment with Firestone and, like Nehemiah, returned to rebuild the School at Zondo. Deacon Nyannankpe was my uncle, and without his son James, I might never have gone to school. After an undergraduate and master’s degrees in mathematic from Milligan College, James is today the District Education Officer for the part of Grand Bassa County including Gianda Clan. Previously, he was Principal of the Bassa High School, the only public secondary School in Grand Bassa County. He operated the school at Zondo until the civil war of 1989 to 2003 forced its closure.  He remains one of the most significant elders working for the re-establishment of a school at Zondo, and of unifying the people.

Among the most outstanding products of this enterprise is Joseph MN Gbadyu, who is here tonight with us.  Joe began his post-Zondo career as a Christian broadcaster at ELWA. Upon graduation from the University of Liberia, the citadel of returnee education and graduate study in communications at Indiana University, he entered the Government of Liberia’s Ministry of Information and Culture, becoming a deputy minister. Still later, he was appointed Superintendent of Grand Bassa County by the President of Liberia. 

Then there was the late Jerry Duah Sauser. Awarded the PhD in Agronomy/Horticulture by the University of Oregon, the brilliant researcher died early. 

Then there was the late Moses Gabriel Vah, son of the late Deacon Ji Hwieto. A lawyer, he served as Judge of the Bassa Circuit Court and later, was County Superintendent

As the least capable to express our thanks for the contributions you have made to re-establishing what could again become a wholesome ministry at Zondo, let me conclude these rambling remarks with a few words about my theme: Christ didn’t have to do it, but he did.  He did not have to wake you up this morning!  But He did. He did not have to put in your heart a desire to be truthful to His ministry.  But He did!  

Your interest in fulfilling Christ’s ministry in a remote African village through financial assistance and humane interest in my people restores the possibility of empowering us to rise above poverty, and to end the crises that destabilize Liberia and countries in Africa.     

Our need for a school building is almost met, thanks to you.  But it is a building without furniture, without textbooks, without chalks and educational materials.  It will be a building without electricity.  Electricity will increase opportunities, such as making possible distance learning, to improve competency in science and mathematics.  Power may be provided in a sustainable way by using solar energy. 

And, so in the name and on behalf of thousands of children in Gianda Clan, Grand Bassa County, I pray that the Spirit of the Lord will be upon you, to bring good news to the poorest of the poor; that you will mightily contribute to opening the eyes of the blind, to setting free the oppressed.  
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