Making One Flesh: Rev. Walter Trobisch and Missionary Theologies of Sexuality in Africa 

Introduction

In the late 1950s, a young Lutheran missionary in Cameroun had a small collection of letters privately printed in French, for the use of his African seminarians at the theological school at Libamba.  The edition sold out so quickly that he had to have another one printed.  Students and teachers at the school sent it to their friends.  The author translated it into English upon request.  The English edition also sold out.  A larger publisher expressed interest, and the book became available internationally.  It was translated into over fifty European, Asian, and African languages.  Young Christians throughout Africa passed the book around at their schools and their workplaces.  Christian leaders, white missionaries and African pastors and evangelists, used the book in Bible studies and small group discussions.

And then the letters started coming.  Letters from French-speaking Africa, from German, Portuguese, English speaking Africans.  Letters carefully handwritten by schoolchildren; long missives typed on onionskin paper; critiques from priests and pastors.  Notes scribbled on bits of scrap, on exam papers, on pages torn from books, letters written to magazines where bits of the book had been published originally.  Letters from men, women, women, men, couples, Christians, Muslims, animists.  Eventually there were thirty thousand letters from almost every country in Africa south of the Sahara…and that didn’t count the letters from Europe and the United States.


Obviously the missionary realized that he had to pay attention to this immense outpouring of need, this desperate quest for answers.  He and his wife left Cameroun to headquarter in Europe, traveling from there all over Africa to lead seminars, to answer questions, to perform the Gospel mission to which the Africans were calling him, this most unexpected vocation: teaching African Christians about being married.

Examining the context and cause of this outpouring, this offering of letters, from Africans to Reverend Walter Trobisch and his wife Ingrid provides us with an important way to understand how it was that African churches were constituted around “Christian marriage.”  Trobisch’s life work in pastoring and “soul-counselling” African Christians demonstrates the difficulty of bringing “Christian Marriage” to the African church, and this very difficulty made marriage and disciplines surrounding it central to African Christianity in a way that differs in obvious and subtle ways from the relationship of marriage to the church in Europe and the United States.  Walter Trobisch’s original training, Ingrid Trobisch’s missionary background, and their growing connections to new American and international theologies of the family meant that his works became part of a different context in Europe and the United States, a welcome and important addition to the conservative evangelical challenge to the growing changes in the sexual and marriage landscape in the 1960s and 70s.  “Christian marriage” meant something different in Africa than in the cultures of the “sending churches” of the global North.  The story of Walter Trobisch’s ministry and mission is important for what it tells us about what it was really like for some Christian Africans, during those crucial years in Africa when the colonizers fell away, the old cultural structures dissolved under economic assault, and the Christian church began to truly become part of the African cultural reality.  And this story is particularly important because it illuminates for us some of the ways in which this indigenizing process was flavored and shaped by the first international ecumenical steps of the fledgling global Christian church.
The Marriage Problem in the African Church

What was the source of that desperation for the thirty thousand African Christians who wrote letters to Walter Trobisch?  Why was it that the issue of marriage and sexual relationships was so vexed and complicated that these myriad individuals, widely separated in space, language, culture, would feel that their best chance of finding guidance in important life decisions was to write a letter to a German missionary?
Reconstructing pre-colonial African sexual and marriage patterns is deeply problematic, as the documentary sources are almost completely colonial, anthropological, or missionary.  Even with the best of intentions – and the best of intentions were not always to hand – writers who created each source imported their own problems, quite literally.  What was interesting, in need of explanation, or attention-getting about African cultures was almost always what was most shockingly strange or even prurient from the European perspective.  Therefore, although copious studies of African marriage patterns exist, and often were created by missionaries, we cannot assume that what these documents described is an objective description of African cultural reality.  The most we can say with confidence is that these documents represent anthropological, missionary, and colonial perceptions and explanations of African culture…but even with this caveat, we can still know something quite important.  We can know how missionaries perceived.  And this is crucial, for of course missionaries responded to what they perceived in their efforts to create an African church.


In 1953, the same year that Rev. Walter Trobisch and his young wife Ingrid began their first missionary sojourn in French colonial Cameroun, a weighty volume entitled Survey of African Marriage and Family Life appeared on select bookshelves.  It was the exhaustive and belated response to the 1938 request of African church delegates to the International Missionary Council, asking for an investigation into the Christian basis for the requirement of monogamy, and whether monogamy was truly required for Christians in Africa.


The authors of the Survey chose to duck that question, stating that it was not possible to think that there could be any redeeming possibilities in polygamy that any study of culture could provide, as it was prima facie incompatible with Christianity.  Begging the question did not, however, stop the European authors from systematically surveying all existing missionary, colonial, and anthropological studies on African marriage and sexual patterns, providing us today with an excellent template for judging how missionaries perceived the marriage customs of their adopted continent.

What the missionaries perceived, particularly at the beginning of their interaction with African cultures, was not merely sexual licentiousness, but sexual anarchy.  Aside from the institution of polygamy, recognizable as marriage even if unacceptable, there was a whole lot going on that missionaries couldn’t wrap their minds around at all.  There were initiation ceremonies involving “blasphemous” and “obscene” teachings to youngsters.  There were socially regulated and permissible pre-marital sexual relations, which a young woman’s parents might actually encourage.  There was non-exclusivity even within the marriage. There were marriages of different kinds and weight in society.  There were temporary marriages, trial marriages, child betrothals, ritual sexual intercourse, public deflowering.  There was matrilineality, where a man’s children belonged to his wife’s family.  Even more confusing, there were tribes where a man’s legal children might not be physically his own, or where the children of a man’s legal wife might belong legally to her extramarital lover, or even where they might belong to his brother-in-law.  A man’s own brothers, or his nephews, might be sexually initiated by his wife.  A man might be able only to marry women belonging to a particular lineage, and vice versa.  Pre-marital sexual relations might be permissible to those who were betrothed, or they might be permissible only between those who were forbidden to marry at all.  There was legally and socially sanctioned extramarital sex.  There was marriage by socially sanctioned capture of a woman already married.  There was even, here and there, polyandry.  One gets a picture, reading all this, of a missionary rather like a cartoon Wiley E. Coyote after the anvil falls on his head.


Eventually, missionaries began to perceive the patterns in what had previously been patternless, and to become more sympathetic, or at least less condemnatory, of the incredible diversity of African marriage and sexual systems.  Nonetheless, being able to see the patterns and purposes of these marriage systems helped only a little.  None of these things could be brought into what missionaries, and most Europeans, perceived as crucial to the Christian life: the companionate, monogamous, patriarchal, patrilineal, sexually exclusive, and indissoluble marriage of one man and one woman.


It is beyond the scope of this paper to investigate fully the cultural specificity of the companionate model of marriage, but it is generally accepted that even in European Christian life, it was of very late vintage, beginning in the early nineteenth century and developing towards a flowering in the twentieth.  Like all marriage systems, it was deeply related to the culture as a whole and its needs for stability and reproduction – in the European case, it served primogeniture and the conservation of property within the family, as well as the growing fragmentation of larger family structures under the Industrial Revolution’s new requirements for mobility and independence, and the growing ability of women to participate as equals in society.  It had grown out of two thousand years of cultural development going back to the Roman Empire, which itself emphasized legal monogamy and the rights of the paterfamilias over family members.  Christianity, in short, had developed from its first beginnings in a patriarchal and legally, if not sexually, monogamous culture, and drew towards a companionate, partnership model of marriage only in the very same years in which missionaries began to establish African churches.  It seems inevitable that even where Christian saving faith transferred and translated into a new situation, culturally embedded marriage patterns might not; and that the more completely different the marriage patterns, the stronger the cultural resistance.  This was most definitely the case in Africa.

Monogamy became the number one requirement for African converts, the easiest way to identify who was “Christian” and who was not, and polygamists almost everywhere could not be full church members, with agonizingly repetitive arguments drawn out over decades.  Indissolubility was second, given almost equal status, especially by Catholic missionaries, but exceptions were made on an inconsistent basis.  Pre- and extra-marital “purity” – that is, sexual exclusiveness – were quite important as well, and missionaries spent great efforts particularly in stamping out African initiation ceremonies for Christian converts.  Patrilineality and patrilocality fell further back in line, in terms of missionary rhetoric, but not in terms of missionary success.  Catholic missionary Adrian Hastings admitted that it was clear that Christian conversion had the most success among tribes who most resembled Europeans in their marriage patterns – that is, high marriage stability and high patriliny (legal status and rights of the father and father’s clan).  Even tribes with high levels of polygamy were more amenable to Christianity if they were strongly patrilineal.  Matrilineal tribes, even though they tended to be more monogamous, were far less easy to convert.
The conversion of Africans and, later, the training of African pastors and priests, centered strongly around church discipline.  Church discipline – providing religious sanctions for improper behavior – was highly public in African churches, in ways which, as missionaries themselves acknowledged as early as the 1950s, would never be accepted by members of the “home churches” in Europe.  Like actual corporal punishment of catechumens and African mission residents in the earliest mission eras, church discipline of this kind was justified by missionaries as “appropriate” for Africans, the only thing they would understand due to their “lower” cultural development.  It is hard to shake the feeling that, as missionaries and the church itself lost authority in European societies, so they dreamed in Africa of creating a perfect church, one in which the church retained authority over all aspects of Christian life.  In Europe, marriages were moving into the civil sphere; the link between civil and church marriages remained in some countries merely as a historical oddity.  Divorce and extramarital sex were on the rise, beginning in the early twentieth century and gathering strength particularly in the 1960s with the advent of chemical contraception and women’s liberation.  In Africa, there was a chance to create marriage quite literally from the ground up.
The most obvious point of church discipline was polygamy.  Polygamy, as a recognized form of marriage, was the immediate competitor against Christian marriage and the greatest temptation for Christian converts, as well as the greatest obstacle for Christian conversion.  Missionaries generally refused to baptize male polygamists, and were somewhat divided about whether their wives could be baptized while remaining in a polygamous union.  There tended to be more sympathy for the wives in missionary circles, because, perceiving the African situation through European eyes, they assumed that the men were forcing polygamy upon unwilling women, largely for sexual or status reasons.  This might not have reflected reality, as within at least some African cultures wives might well have requested or encouraged their husband to become polygamous, but this fitted so poorly with missionary understandings of the “nature” of the delicate, romantic female that it was generally disbelieved.

One of the first Anglican bishops in South Africa, John Colenso of Natal, challenged the anti-polygamy stance of the mission churches as early as 1861, stating that it “placed a stumbling block” in the way of potential Christians and had not been required by Jesus.  His advice to permit polygamists to be baptized without condition was rejected by other missionary leaders, at least partly because his own orthodoxy was in question – he wrote a book challenging the historicity of the Pentateuch, among other things – and he eventually lost his bishopric.
Missionary boards and financial supporters at “home” tended to be the most socially conservative members of their own societies.  What church council in  England could seriously consider permitting African converts to maintain polygamy in the context of English Victorian culture?  In fact, the Lambeth Conference of 1888, when requested by Nigerian Christians and a sympathetic bishop to examine the problem, simply reiterated the earlier, 1851 recommendations of missionary secretary Henry Venn: male polygamists must not be baptized until death or resigning all but one of their wives; female wives, under proper circumstances, might be baptized with permission of the bishop.  No serious discussion of polygamy was undertaken, nor was any critique of the connection of “Christian” to European standards of “marriage.”  It would be highly anachronistic to think it even possible that it could have been; critical reflection on “our own” social practices is a very new development.

It is particularly interesting to note that, as the twentieth century began, international missionary conferences showed a strong distinction between missionaries to India and China and missionaries to Africa on the issue of polygamy and “Christian marriage.”  While at least some of the missionary leaders in India and China were willing to reconsider the status of polygamists within the church, including the baptism and member status of converts, missionaries to Africa were united in condemning African customary marriage, most especially polygamist marriage, as completely irreconcilable with “Christian living.”
Despite assurances in every generation from missionaries on the field that the economic basis for polygamy was disappearing rapidly and that it was doomed as a social institution, for decade after decade the missionaries and African converts debated, over and over again, the status of polygamy, a debate that still continues today.  Extramarital practices were stamped out without mercy, including initation ceremonies and traditional African modes of sexual interaction, with greater and lesser success, aided by the dissolution of traditional structures under the assault of economic and political change during colonization.  Nonetheless, the problems and debates continued.  African Christians continued to transgress the boundaries of Christian marriage with a regularity and lack of concern that consistently shocked missionaries, not only with polygamy, but with customary marriage practices, divorce, and sexual relationships outside of marriage. Church discipline levels reached heights unseen in European church history.  When Walter Trobisch began his ministry to Africa, the problem was approaching a crisis, as missions began to “devolve” their responsibilities onto self-governing African churches in preparation for the decolonisation of African society.

Walter Trobisch and the Marriage Mission

Walter Trobisch was born in Leipzig, Germany, in 1923.  At the age of 18 he was drafted into the German army, was wounded on the Russian front, and airlifted back to Vienna for his recovery, where he began to study for the ministry.  After the War, his hometown became part of East Germany, and as an open Christian he and his parents began to feel unsafe.  He took the risk of crossing the Line into West Germany as a refugee, and ran to friends in Heidelberg, who supported him as a student in finishing his ministry studies.  He did so well there that he was sponsored for a special one-year exchange trip to Augustana College, Illinois.  After he returned to Germany, he was ordained and began his ministry as a youth pastor.  Only a year or so later, he heard that a woman he had met at Augustana, Ingrid Hult, was studying French in Paris in preparation for missionary work in Africa, and he invited her to visit his youth group and speak about America as part of the post-war healing work of the church.

Ingrid Hult was the daughter of missionaries to Africa herself, born in Tanzania, and brought up in Springfield, Missouri.  Her father had always wanted to minister to the tribes of West Africa, and for various reasons had not been able to do so; she wanted to fulfill his dream.  Fully committed to this, she traveled to Cameroun to teach in a missionary school in 1950.  For two years, she and Walter Trobisch corresponded, and she returned to Germany to marry him in 1952.  Together, they returned to Cameroun to take up the work of a Lutheran “pioneer mission” in Tchollire, a tiny village in northern Cameroun.  While there, Trobisch became the mentor and teacher of two Cameroonian Lutheran leaders, among the first Gbaya converts to Christianity, one of whom later became the President of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Cameroon.  In 1957 Trobisch was reassigned to the Cameroun Christian College in Libamba, where one of his duties was to train future African pastors in Christian living.  It was there that he collected and printed his correspondence with a young man named Francois. 

Walter Trobisch’s first book was I Loved a Girl, the story of a young African Christian who lost his job at a church school because of pre-marital sex, and who then fell in love with a young African woman who was in danger of being “sold” to a polygamous older man.  The letters were from the young man, from the woman, from the missionary, from the African pastor who had disciplined the young man originally and who attempted to speak to the woman’s father.  It didn’t end well, really; the young couple had to elope without paying brideprice; the young woman became very ill, but recovered eventually; at the close of the book they were struggling to make amends with her parents and to make ends meet.


The letters in this first book touch upon several important themes for African marriage.  First, Francois, the young man, believed that he had been deliberately seduced by the young woman with whom he had an affair; Trobisch thought this was probably true, reflecting Trobisch’s sense that premarital sex was very common – and a serious problem – among African women, who did not think it was wrong.  Francois didn’t think it was wrong either, an opinion of which Trobisch immediately struggled to disabuse him.  For a Christian, sex belonged strictly between a married couple.  Second, Francois was disciplined both in terms of his employment and his church membership, not an uncommon situation in African churches.  He was excommunicated as part of his punishment – not permitted to take communion.  Third, the African pastor who had Francois in his charge refused, when Trobisch asked, to remove this punishment.  This set of letters provides us with a very interesting insight into the ways in which African church leaders saw Christian marriage and church discipline, and the tensions between African pastors and white missionaries.  Fourth, Francois and the young woman with whom he falls in love struggle with the temptation to premarital sex under Trobisch’s guidance, accepting his teaching that they must not have sexual contact before marriage.  And fifth, a high brideprice, an arranged betrothal, and parental permission eventually stifle the happy ending that might have been: Francois and Cecile must run away in order to be happy.


All of these themes prominent in a late 1950’s African story of love, sex, and faithfulness reflect the greater ferment in African religious and sexual life, and the efforts of Christian churches to bring Christian order to them.  What Walter Trobisch realized, as he began to field the hundreds and then thousands of letters from Africans young and old, was that the missionary church in Africa had done a wonderful job in inculcating the belief that only Christian marriage was acceptable for Christians.  Unfortunately, they had done a less wonderful job in explaining why, or convincing Africans that they should govern their actions by this truth; African Christians were far more likely to simply follow the path of least resistance and accept church discipline as a necessary expiatory annoyance, without in the least being convinced that they had done anything wrong.  What was needed, he realized, was a real theology of marriage.  Africans needed to learn what Christian marriage was from the inside, so they would understand why anything else was wrong, sinful – so that, when they fell away from the true path, they would truly repent, and would not need the external discipline of excommunication.

Quite early in his missionary career, Pastor Trobisch began to be concerned about the ways in which church discipline had become established in African churches.  He may have been among the first missionaries to argue that church discipline, established by missionaries themselves, was actually warping the understanding of the Gospel among African converts and church leaders.  Prior to the 1950s, church discipline was administered almost completely by missionaries themselves, and consisted of both spiritual sanctions (exclusion from communion or baptism, or marriage for Catholics who considered this a sacrament) and economic, social, and other kinds of discipline (loss of employment, withdrawal of school privileges for self or children, and even, where missionaries had the power to enforce it, corporal punishment and public penance of various kinds).  As growing numbers of African church leaders entered the field, as elders, pastors, evangelists, and catechists, they also became involved in discipline, and missionaries began to notice that often these leaders were even more strict in their efforts to ensure discipline and purity in the church.  Church discipline varied wildly in its specific details from mission station to mission station, from denomination to denomination, from diocese to diocese or synod to synod even within a given denomination, but the pattern was universal across Africa: the church held power to punish, and the church would use it.  And the church would use it, mostly, to discipline Africans into “Christian marriage.”


Trobisch’s most impassioned response to this was written prior to 1960, perhaps partly based on his experience with Francois and Cecile.  He had written to Francois’ African pastor, pseudonymously identified as Amos, stating that he believed that Francois was truly repentant and that his future ability to rejoin the community and make a good Christian marriage was being injured, as he could now not find employment with the church.  Spiritually, Francois was in danger because he did not have the strong support of communion with God through the sacrament in this difficult time.


Pastor Amos wrote back in very strong language refusing to do so.  How could missionaries, he asked, have taught something which now they wanted to change their minds about?  Church discipline had been established by the first missionaries who brought the Gospel to Africa, it could not be weakened now.  How could Pastor Trobisch know that Francois had truly repented?  How would it look to other Christians if Francois were simply forgiven without enduring the punishment of his full excommunication sentence, or if he were permitted to have a job in church again?  Pastor Trobisch, Pastor Amos wrote, could not possibly understand the need of Africans to have strong church discipline, strong laws showing right and wrong.  Inner repentance could never be enough without community order to support it – down that road lay chaos.


So it was perhaps with this interaction in mind that Trobisch wrote an article published in Lutheran World, where he took issue with an essay on African church discipline written by Stefano Moshi, a Tanzanian Lutheran leader, in preparation for the 1960 All-Africa Lutheran Conference to be held in Madagascar.  Trobisch, in this article, used strong language of his own (language which he softened somewhat for the version of the paper used for the All-Africa Lutheran Conference itself).  Moshi had argued that African pastors “feel that [discipline] is a vital part of the church’s doctrine, and we regret every relaxation of church discipline in any church.”  Church discipline, Moshi wrote, was necessary for reformation of the fallen; to keep the church pure of sin; to preserve the order of the church; and to make the witness of the church to the world “clear and unequivocal.”  Reverend Moshi and Reverend Amos, from East and West Africa, believed the same thing about church discipline for Africans: it was the heart of the church’s “doctrine” and witness.


Trobisch argued, in his early article and later at the All Africa Lutheran Conference, that in fact this version of church discipline was un-Biblical, un-Lutheran, and showed “catholicizing tendencies,” and clouded rather than clarified the witness of the church.  According to the Biblical witness, communion was given by Jesus himself to sinners.  The Bible called for individuals to examine themselves for worthiness, not for church bureaucrats to examine them, and Jesus taught that, rather than a congregation of the purified, the church would include wheat and tares growing together till the end.  Church order, he argued, does not arise from human efforts, but from the Gospel proclamation and the work of the Spirit in creating peace for human beings.  Those who attempted to create church order with human discipline were showing a lack of faith in the Gospel.  He wrote about the ways in which African churches prepared for Holy Communion, which might take place only a few times a year, with “preparatory services”:

To attend one of these “preparatory services” is to enter into the official bureaucratic atmosphere of a court of law.  Not only does the pastor, in the manner of a tax collector, check whether the proper amounts have been paid, thereby purchasing one’s right to communion, but the elders sit there like memebers of an assize court and review the life history of each communicant in a hearing which is often painful and which goes into every detail, in order to judge his “worthiness.”  The church considers itself as some sort of bailiff acting for God.  The church council becomes a morality squad and the pastor a kind of heavenly prosecuting attorney.

He told the story of how a Cameroonian pastor, during a discussion on the free grace of God, had protested emotionally about the doctrine, asking, “Can there be forgiveness without discipline?”  The pastor stated that he would be suspended as a minister if he offered absolution without public penance and punishment for sins.  As a result, Trobisch wrote, since this kind of attitude was universal in African churches no matter the mission origins, one might call it an “articulus stantis et cadentis ecclesiae” of the African Church – in the Lutheran formulas, the doctrine by which the church stands or falls.  And according to Trobisch, this was a dreadful mistake.

Other missionaries noted the connection as well, with growing horror.  Catholic missionary Adrian Hastings, writing principally about Catholic and Anglican missions and churches, noted at the end of the 1960s that in some dioceses up to 87% of adult Christians were ineligible for communion due to irregularity about their marital and sexual histories, many of them permanently ineligible.  In some dioceses, only children took the sacraments; once entering into adulthood, marriage, and sexual life, many African Christians might expect to never partake fully in church life again, due to the complete incompatibility from a Christian standpoint between customary and Christian marriage.  Despite Trobisch’s initial idea that church discipline demonstrated a “catholicizing tendency” to place a buffer or mediator between God and human being, even post-Vatican II Catholics were becoming deeply concerned about the ways in which church discipline was deforming the church into a “monstrosity.”

Trobisch tried to find reasons for this un-Biblical, un-Lutheran commitment to church discipline, and considered “African psychology,” including the aftereffects of colonialism, an enjoyment of trials as an entertaining part of village life, and a desire of African pastors to recreate the authority of colonial missionaries in their own control of their church communities.  Surely there were “theological” explanations too, particularly that African “deities” were very much involved in punishing tribal members for various infractions, and Africans expected punishment and external sanctions for contravening the moral code – or, at least, contravening it and getting caught, since missionaries believed that in traditional African life the individual would not feel guilt about doing wrong, only fear of punishment.

In the end, however, he struck upon the explanation which would shape his own mission henceforward: missionaries had failed, and failed miserably, in teaching Africans about the spiritual, cultural, emotional, and theological basis for Christian marriage.  For Africans, Trobisch argued, love and sex were largely coterminous, and for the missionary sex was largely sin.  The missionaries, therefore, had taught Africans that “love equals sin!”  Quite rightly, Africans refused to do without love as they understood it (that is, sexual relations) and simply accepted the consequences of church exclusion.  Without curing this “infected root,” church discipline would always and forever be only an ineffective “pruning” of the African Church.  Only with a real commitment to Christian marriage – a true, internal commitment, not simply external sanctions – could the African church grow into the full life of the Gospel.  Africans needed to be taught about marriage, and most especially about the Christian relationship between love, sex, and marriage.
 In 1963, after the sudden and unexpected inrush of letters requesting help with problems of marriage and sexuality, the Trobisches relocated to Europe, where, with help from the the Lutheran World Federation, they began to run a unique international marriage mission.  As Walter himself saw his work, he had received funding from international church agencies to study and work with Christian Africans on Christian  marriage, to “try to find a message for the African churches that they can proclaim.”

Both Walter and Ingrid Trobisch saw their work as an essential part of the Christian mission to Africa – in fact, the essential part, the part which the church had been missing to date.  Along with many other missionaries, they realized that the negative strictures of the churches about marriage and sexuality had not created a genuine structure that could support European-style “Christian marriage” in Africa.  The letters Trobisch received showed clearly that there was no real cultural or economic support for such marriage in Africa – that Christian marriage needed to be supported by African commitment and understanding of it. 
Trobisch’s Biblical Marriage: Three Foundations, One Flesh
A Biblical understanding of marriage, as Trobisch taught it in his classes and seminars and in his most explicitly theological book, I Married You, taught that the foundations and purposes of marriage were triple: love and mutuality between the partners; sexual pleasure and fulfillment; and publicly recognized monogamous marriage.  These three foundations were what made a valid marriage in the eyes of God.  Sometimes he summarized these foundations as “leave, cleave, and become one flesh” – that is, to “leave,” to engage in a public marriage ceremony and, not without challenge in the African context, to set up a separate nuclear family household; “cleave,” to engage in sexual relationsip exclusively with one another solely within marriage; and “become one flesh,” love one another with mutuality and sharing as Christ taught us to love one another.

While Trobisch never states explicitly that a marriage without these foundations was invalid per se, he did argue that a lack of any one foundation would eventually lead to the dissolution or deformation of the marriage.  A marriage without love would become abusive and exploitative; a marriage without sexual fulfillment would become either arid or adulterous; and a marriage without public acknowledgement and commitment was no marriage at all, as it could not support children as God intended, but would simply lead to temporary cohabitation and “illegitimate” children.  Further, any of the foundations existing alone would also become deformed within itself; sexual pleasure without marriage, for instance, would lead to lack of love and commitment, romantic love without marriage or sexual relation is sterile, and, again, a publicly acknowledged marriage commitment lacking sexual pleasure and love would founder on the rocks of daily difficulties.  A marriage with all three foundations fulfilled God’s purposes for humanity: the couple became “one flesh,” as in Genesis, and were a symbol and living light of Christ’s love for the church.


The idea that love and mutuality were required for the validity of marriage was present much earlier in missionary rhetoric in Africa, and was a primary argument used against polygamy – that it could not lead to real love, as a man could hardly “love” multiple women, nor they him if he was not exclusive to them, and that it was by definition non mutual, as the woman must have less power and pleasure than the man in the relationship.  Both of these arguments were based on multiple cultural assumptions by missionaries about what constituted “love” and under which conditions it might be able to thrive.  “Equality” was similarly problematic, particularly as neither Trobisch nor most missionaries actually believed that women were equal to men; it simply meant that women were not slaves, but subordinate partners in running the household.  Trobisch, and most missionaries, believed that this was not true of traditional African marriage, particularly polygamous marriage, but the division of power between men and women in traditional African relationships seems to have been more complicated than the simple idea of women as property.


That marriage required public acknolwedgement was, for Trobisch, strongly based in Lutheran understanding of marriage.  A secret marriage was no marriage.  Marriage was not a sacrament – thus differentiating Trobisch’s marital teachings from that of Catholic missionaries – nor did it consist solely in personal, private commitment, but was a way in which God ordered the community in law.  It existed for the sake of the community as much as for the couple.  Children must be born within a proper marriage for legitimacy; married couples took on special obligations to others within the community.  For these reasons, public and committed marriage was necessary.  In addition, this public marriage must be monogamous in intention and reality – again, because “love” could not exist in polygamy.  Trobisch recommended church marriage to Africans, but did not insist upon it.  Africans had at least three varieties of marriage available to them – customary, colonial/civil, and Christian – in addition to customary non-marital relationships.  Many missions insisted upon church marriage and would discipline those – the vast majority – who would not get married in church due to the expense, logistical difficulty, or fear of the legal indissolubility of Christian marriage in the courts.  Trobisch, however, was willing to accept customary marriage for Christians as long as it was monogamous and lifeling.  The important thing was that the marriage was publicly acknowledged by the couple’s community.


The third foundation of marriage was probably the most radical from a European point of view – that true marriage required sexual pleasure and fulfillment for both parties.  It was also, in some ways, the most African of Trobisch’s contributions to the debate on African Christian marriage, and it is uncertain how it has survived in the decades since he argued for it.  Africans valued sex as a positive experience, important for a fulfilled human life, and Trobisch agreed – and the Bible, he argued, agreed too.  In fact, sexual pleasure was so important that a marriage without it was doomed to founder.  Trobisch strongly diverged from the idea that sex was sinful, which he saw as a harmful effect of missionary discipline upon African churches.  Sexual fulfillment was crucial to both parties, male and female – more important even than having children.

Teaching Christian Marriage to Africa


In 1954, the World Council of Churches sponsored a Christian Family Life Seminar in Manila, Philippines.  It was followed by a twelve-week seminar in Chieng Mai, Thailand, and another in the Caribbean.  In 1963, Walter Trobisch led the first African Family Life Seminar, in Kitwe, Northern Rhodesia.  An observer from the World Council of Churches was present to record the experimental seminar’s effects and success.  Afterwards, Trobisch based his “marriage ministry” in Europe, supported by the Lutheran World Federation, the World Council of Churches, and a variety of international funders.

This aspect of the “marriage mission” to Africa brings up the connection of African church life to the growing internationalism, ecumenicism, and development-oriented work of the Protestant churches, which itself had grown out of mission history.  The World Council of Churches had grown out of the International Missionary Council in the period after the Second World War; the Lutheran World Federation had come into being as Lutheran churches struggled with unionism, confessionalism, and the problem of orphaned German missions during the First and Second World Wars.  Both organizations struggled to find and theologize new ways to “serve” the historic mission fields, which now were becoming churches in their own right as colonialism staggered to its messy ends.  Providing the funding and “scientific” expertise to help African churches with Christian marriage was one of the first post-war projects of the Geneva-based international church organizations.


African churches had asked international Christian organizations repeatedly for help in dealing with marriage, sexuality, and church discipline.  In 1938, African church delegates to the International Missionary Conference requested an investigation of polygamy and Christian doctrine that became the 1953 Survey of African Marriage.  African church conferences, regional and international, were funded by these international church organizations, including the All-Africa Lutheran Conferences, the All-Africa Church Council, and regional meetings such as Arusha Lutheran Church Conference.  Almost all of these conferences acknowledged that the African churches were having a very difficult time dealing with issues of sexuality and marriage.  Polygamy was always the most prominent problem, but there were also issues of divorce, pre-marital sexuality and pregnancy, contraception, and abortion, all tied up in the problem of church discipline.  As late as 1977, the All Africa Lutheran Conference requested that the Lutheran World Federation fund further meetings to investigate the problems of sexuality and discipline.  Despite the end of the colonial era, the indigenization of African churches, and the large, multi-generational Christian community now existing in Africa, Africans still found Christian marriage to be a problem for the chuirch that had never found a solution.

Walter and Ingrid Trobisch spent the sixties and seventies writing, answering letters, and traveling throughout Africa offering “refresher courses” for pastors on family life.  In one of his books, he describes such a multi-day seminar – the shock of the African audience at his claim that children were not necessary for marriage; the fascination with the basic sexual education outline and description of the processes of conception; the teachings on love and pleasure, offered tentatively, but well received.  Christian marriage, he said, makes two people one flesh.  Only Christian marriage can accomplish this, and it is God’s will that it be accomplished.

Africans Respond to Christian Marriage
A sampling of over 500 of the thousands of letters written to Walter Trobisch (and, occasionally, to Ingrid) between 1963 and 1969 gives us a unique window into the ways in which Africans were struggling with the demands of the church for “Christian marriage” in the social setting of a new, postcolonial Africa.  The old ways no longer worked, and yet the new way had no roots.  African Christians, and even quite a few non-Christians, decided that Walter Trobisch was someone they could ask for help.


These letters came from cities throughout sub-Saharan Africa, as shown in the online Google map:
http://maps.google.ca/maps/ms?ie=UTF8&hl=en&msa=0&msid=100202402433215581525.000467b599394769789e2&z=3
The authors were married and unmarried, male and female, couples, Christians, and occasionally Muslims or traditional religionists.  Christians of all denominations wrote letters, and Christians of all ages and experiences.  Frequently, individuals were able to count the days, or weeks, or months since they had become Christian (though it’s not clear if they meant since being “born again” or since being baptized or since becoming a catechumen).  Several mentioned that they had become Christian because of Trobisch’s book, I Loved a Girl, and many requested copies of the book or the brochures which Trobisch also created.  Others had been born into Christian families, and emphasized that they knew about sinfulness and wanted to avoid it.  Many writers display a very serious desire to do what is right, if the writer could only discover what it was, and an explicit trust that whatever Walter Trobisch tells them will be the right thing.  In other cases, the writers seem truculent about the missionary teachings, unconvinced that they are correct, and want better and more convincing explanations of right and wrong.  Letters of both categories used religious and biblical language freely, and often people began their letters with a Pauline salutation to their brother in Christ.  In many letters, questions about sexuality and marriage were mixed freely in with questions about doctrine and faith life in general, and Trobisch carefully answered all of them.

The letters are a treasure trove of direct African voices, something often missing from the historical record, but they must be used with respect and care.  Walter Trobisch sometimes explicitly promised confidence to those who wrote to him, even if such confidence was not asked for; some correspondents, on the other hand, explicitly told Trobisch that he was welcome to publish their letters in one of his books (for he wrote several more after I Loved A Girl, almost all collections of letters from young people about sex and marriage).  Regardless of specific promises in specific letters, the fact that the letters are less than fifty years old means that it is only safe to assume that at least some of the authors are still alive, and they wrote, in some cases, about very personal things indeed.  It does not appear to be the case that only Trobisch ever saw the letters; from letters of his own, it is clear that he had a staff helping him read and keep track of the correspondence, and although he or Ingrid wrote all responses, it was the secretaries who typed them up (luckily for the correspondents, as Trobisch’s handwriting is all but illegible).  It is important to hear African voices; it is also important to respect privacy.  Therefore, my examination of these letters here will do everything possible to respect the privacy of the letter writers, and the confidence that Walter Trobisch promised in their communication.  No names will be used, and authorial locations will be given only by country or region.  For this investigation, more important than individual details are the themes of these letters, and what we can learn from them about marriage, faith, and sexuality in Christian Africa.

One of the relatively few letters from a woman, a woman in Kenya, includes many questions addressed explicitly to Ingrid: is dancing a sin? What about a married couple dancing in their own house? Or men and women dancing separately? What should someone do if their parents are opposing marriage? Can a woman ask a man to "be in love with her," which is not acceptable in African tradition?  Can we as a Christian family entertain non-Christians with drink and "be a light to them" in this way?  Should problems in a Christian family go to the Church board?  How many times should I as a Christian tell people about the word of God?  Are movies sinful? If I go hand in hand to church with a boyfriend and we are sitting together is it sinful? Where are the dead believers now, are they with Jesus, do they see heaven?  Did Judas go to hell or was he forgiven? Do those who commit suicide "cut short their given days to live in this world?" What if unmarried friends (lovers) share the same bed ("you will excuse me if this question appears childish")? A note in the margin, in another’s handwriting – perhaps the teacher’s, since the young woman is still at school, advises, "Don't be shocked at this...it is a custom among the Kikuyu in Kenya that lovers sleep together -- a sort of necking or petting experiment -- but without having intercourse which is strictly forbidden by tribe.  White people condemn this because they don't think it possible."

This touches one of the most frequent themes in the letters: premarital sex, or at least premarital experience.  The Kikuyu, like many tribes, had had a tradition of pre-marital sexual experience sanctioned and overseen by the tribal authorities, not extending in their case to full intercourse.  Other tribes did in fact sanction full intercourse prior to marriage, in some tribes extending to the birth of the first child before marriage.  African Christians were only a generation or two removed, at most, from these traditions.  Again, to the missionaries in the early twentieth century, these traditions seemed like pure licentiousness.  To some missionaries even in the 1960s, they still seemed so.  But in fact, these traditions had kept sexual experience well in bounds within tribal culture.  Young people were introduced to sexuality as a fact of life, something which required skill, self-control, and care, during their tribal initiations, and began to experience sexual relationships only in a highly structured and well-controlled context.  With the end of the initiation ceremonies under missionary authority, that structured sexuality was no longer available; the traditions survived only in bits and pieces, like the “huts” referred to by the Kenyan woman, and the instruction about sexuality could no longer be explicit.  What was right now?  What was wrong?  Without the structured regularity of tradition to introduce young people to sexual life, they were left on their own, with hundreds of questions and no one – except perhaps the “marriage missionary” and his wife – that could answer them.


Ingrid’s response is also enlightening.  Christians should not drink, but should be a light to the unconverted by showing them a different kind of life – a hint at the long fight of missionaries against alcohol, which in African culture was often associated with, as missionaries saw it “ancestor worship” and other potentially dangerous rites.  Dancing is acceptable only between married couples; if men or women dance alone, it would not be sinful unless it is part of worshipping a false God – another throwback to missionary efforts to suppress dancing as “pagan” and as tending to lead to sexual “licentiousness.”  Disagreements within the family should be settled there, and only brought to the church elders if completely irreconcilable – thus removing authority from the larger community, tribe, or clan, as had been traditional in African cultures, and placing authority within the nuclear household.  Regarding sharing the Word, the woman must be careful of talking about the Gospel with a man, even a man she might want to marry: “It is not the task of a girl or woman to win a man for the Lord.  Let men deal with men, and women with women.”  Movies “may damage your Christian testimony.  Only God can show you when it might be good for you to see one.”  Holding hands and sitting together is only for engaged and married couples.  And, "What do you mean by 'lovers sharing the same bed'? It is definitely not the will of God for unmarried to have sexual intercourse; or anything that will eventually lead to it."  Ingrid’s evangelical strictness was highly conservative in the context of Europe or the United States in 1967.  In Africa, however, it was not conservative, but revolutionary.  It was a new thing entirely which missionaries brought to Africa.


Connected with the loss of the initiation ceremonies and their instructions were large numbers of letters from boys and young men concerned with their sexual normality and their ability to function sexually if they waited for sex until marriage.  Rumors persisted among young men in different parts of Africa that they would be cursed, infertile, unable to perform, or in pain if they waited until the wedding night, as the missionaries required.  Some men were worried that their genitalia were actually disappearing, or that they would become like women if they did not engage in sexual activity.  These letters, though they might sound amusing (and even Trobisch sometimes couldn’t keep the jocularity out of his responses), were not jokes at all to the men writing them.  According to what remained of their tribal understanding of sexuality, it was necessary to bring the powers of sex and reproduction to full fruition through intentional practice.  Without practice – if they waited for sexual experience until they were married – how could they know that they would be able to be fully men with their wives, or that they would be able to have children?  In fact, even men who had been married and were now separated from their wives had similar questions about their physical functioning continuing without continued sexual relations.


More than one letter from Southern African men raised the question of why it was that Christianity forbade premarital sex, as it was only sensible to be sure that your wife was capable of bearing children before committing for eternity.  Two of these letters used almost the same metaphorical phrase for the traditional practice, “tasting the relish” or “tasting the pudding” to be sure that it was edible before making a meal of it.  Trobisch responded that women were not relish, or pudding, but equal partners in marriage.  Sex before marriage, he told them, was sinful, not good, and would not ensure that the marriage would be a good one.  God would bless a marriage that had not been proceeded by sexual activity.


But what if it already had?  Several correspondents raised this issue in the most pointed fashion: the girlfriend was pregnant, or someone else’s girlfriend was pregnant, or already had another child.  From the point of view of “Christian marriage,” these letters are striking in their total lack of concern about the pregnancies and premarital sex as such, but rather address other questions: what if I’m not in love with this woman anymore and her father wants me to pay a fine and marry her?  What if there’s two women who are pregnant?  What if I am in love with a woman who already had a child by another man?  What if I am a woman, and my boyfriend has another girlfriend who is pregnant already, can he marry both of us?


The answer to the latter question was a straightforward “no,” but Trobisch’s responses to the other issues are enlightening.  On the one hand, Trobisch had a strong sense that having sex with a woman and impregnating a woman “damaged” her and that the young man must take responsibility – something not completely alien to traditional African attitudes, since pre-marital pregnancy was often viewed differently than pre-marital sexual relations per se.  However, unless the man was in love with her, Trobisch did not believe that the man automatically was required to marry her.  In the case of the young woman whose father required a fine, Trobisch advised the young man to pay the fine and apologize, but not to marry a woman he didn’t love.  If there are two pregnant women, the young man must choose the one he loves.  If a woman has a child by another man, marry her if you love her “and forgive her” – in fact, forgive her even if you don’t marry her.

Trobisch’s attitudes towards women who engage in premarital sex are more complicated.  The general attitude seems to be that he sees pregnancy as God’s punishment for this, and the difference in his attitude and language towards women who are virgins, with questions about love, and women who have engaged in sex and might have become pregnant, is quite striking.  While young men are told they are engaging in sinful behavior, it is quite rare for Trobisch to tell them that God is punishing them in some way, and as seen above, he doesn’t even believe that they must provide themselves as fodder for shotgun marriages.  Female sexuality, on the other hand, is far more troubling – a point where, perhaps, the stereotypical conservative Christian attitude towards sex colors Trobisch’s own claims that sexual pleasure is necessary and a gift of God for both men and women.  His sternness in telling women, occasionally desperate women who are now impoverished and considering suicide, that God is punishing them for their sin is sometimes shocking.


The most striking example of this is a letter from a young woman in East Africa who has been raped by her brother-in-law’s friend.  She wrote that she tried to fight, but was unable to, and now was afraid that her boyfriend would hate her for no longer being a virgin.  Trobisch’s response is to tell her, essentially, that the rape was her fault, and that she must take responsibility and make a full confession before God of her sinfulness.   Once she makes a confession in writing to him, he will absolve her, and before God she will be a virgin again, even if she is not physically a virgin.  And if her boyfriend really loves her, he will still do so even after hearing this news.  There are no futher letters from this woman in the files, so it is uncertain if she ever wrote back.  It must have taken the woman immense courage to write this letter, and Trobisch’s response, so different from his usual pastoral and patient tone with his overwhelmingly male correspondents, indicates the possibility of a very serious problem in dealing with power and sex relationships between men and women, even in a theology which is ostensibly empowering to women’s sexualities.


This distinction between male and female sexualities, and the idea that premarital sex for women requires punishment of some kind, is indicated as well in Trobisch’s attitude towards contraception.  Contraception was a vexed issue for the African churches.  Church leaders agreed in various church conferences that contraceptive education was necessary for married couples, so that they could space their children properly without abstaining from sex for long periods, thus supporting  monogamous relationships – it was generally agreed that the need to space children was responsible for the African taboo against intercourse while nursing, sometimes for two or three years after a child’s birth, and thus led directly to polygamy.  Most church leaders saw giving young women (and the debate was always about women) instructions about contraception as potentially morally dangerous.


Thus, Trobisch was willing to give married couples quite explicit and creative advice about contraception, even going so far as to recommend the condom as the most convenient form, but also instructing on the rhythm method and chemical contraception.  However, when a young woman wrote that she would like to “play” but did not want to become pregnant, he refused categorically to give her any advice.  The only way she would be able to avoid being pregnant was to not play at all.  Again, the interesting point about the young woman’s letter was that she showed no concern at all about the fact that she fully intended to “play,” and simply wanted to avoid pregnancy so she wouldn’t have to drop out of school.  In initiation ceremonies in the past, she would have received teaching about how to engage in sexual “play” without becoming pregnant.  From her point of view, it must have seemed the responsible thing to ask the “marriage missionary” about how to avoid pregnancy – after all, he would want her to stay in school, would he not?  Trobisch’s response may well have been quite confusing for her, since he did not provide any convincing argument about why premarital sex should be avoided aside from saying that it was “sinful” – not a very different solution than providing stern church discipline for pregnant women.


In general, evidence from the letters that African women did indeed desire sex, within marriage and without, quite as much as men, was difficult for Trobisch to accept.  Presumably conditioned by European Christian views of sex differentials between men and women, Trobisch insisted to men that “good women” do not want to have sex, and that they should not choose a woman for a wife who wanted to have sex with them before marriage.  Stories from men of women pressuring them into sex or requiring them to demonstrate virility before marriage were, he admitted, likely to be true – he understood that “les filles Africaines” do indeed tend to insist that their husbands not be impotent before making a marital commitment – but perhaps they would be satisfied by a medical certificate rather than personal experience.  He insisted, however, that women did not naturally “want” premarital sex, no matter what the men’ ideas about it might be.  A letter from East Africa, for instance, told the story of a woman who, at the age of 20, had not yet had sex – from the point of view of her male classmates.  The man writing the letter stated that he was in love with this woman, but was afraid that she had been cursed, because she didn’t want to have sex at all, with anyone, and was still a virgin.  Trobisch told him that this was foolishness, and that a woman being a virgin at 20 was proof of her good sense, not of witchcraft.  Lack of sexual desire in a woman, for Trobisch, was reassuring normality.  It was the women who insisted on sex that were disturbing to the whole edifice.


Trobisch’s full theology of sex and marriage logically required that women be afraid of getting pregnant, and in fact get pregnant regularly, as punishment for premarital sex.  Sexual pleasure was a foundation-stone of Trobisch’s Christian marriage, and Africans agreed with that – sexual pleasure was a cultural good.  How, then, to ensure that sexual activity occurred only within marriage?  How could it be proven that sexual pleasure was not also good outside of marriage, and that God found it displeasing?  Trobisch’s efforts here must fall back, again, on punishment and sanctions, and these punishments rest largely upon the pregnancy or potential pregnancy of the unmarried woman.  Sex before marriage, according to Trobisch, cannot be pleasurable because it is filled with fear – fear of being caught, fear of getting pregnant – and runs the risks of pregnancy and punishment.  Further, there is also the risk of venereal disease, which, according to Trobisch, was the cause of most infertility in Africa.  Since infertility was indeed a serious concern for Africans, this might have been an effective threat of God’s displeasure.  It is in this area of policing non-marital sexual pleasure that Trobisch’s sexual theology was most resisted by Africans.  It rested upon supernatural and social “punishment” consequences that could, in fact, quite easily be avoided by the determined with the simple use of a condom, or with carefully proscribed sexual activity, as had been the case in many traditional African cultures, or by providing a socially sanctioned space for pregnancy before marriage, as other African cultures had done.  Much of Trobisch’s argument about the importance of sexual exclusivity for love within marriage was much more convincing than this.  For pre-marital sexuality, he had to insist against much evidence that there was neither love nor pleasure involved.
Trobisch also had to respond to concerns about actual sexual practice between men and women.  One young man in West Africa wrote to ask how to approach his future wife for sex, and Trobisch responded with extremely explicit instructions about foreplay and female anatomy.  Details of sexual contact were outlined in other letters, as women and men both questioned what kinds of sexual interactions were “Christian.”  Dancing?  Holding hands?  Walking together?  Sitting on a couch?  Kissing on the lips?  On the forehead?  With tongue?  Sometimes Trobisch’s answers were themselves more than his African correspondents expected.  One young man in West Africa received a letter telling him that he must be careful not to go beyond self-control in his relationships with his potential wife, and that in particular, “lying with her while removing the cloth” would almost certainly lead to a bad end.  The African wrote back somewhat stunned; he had never been alone with the woman for more than a few minutes and had actually been wondering if it would be acceptable to give her a hug.
Many Africans, men and women, wrote asking Trobisch how to find a girlfriend or boyfriend, how to choose someone to marry.  Trobisch’s responses were always gentle and helpful, and always emphasized love as well as sexual purity.  The important thing was shared interests and rough equality in terms of education and wealth, as large disparities might lead to inequality in the relationships.  Trobisch also strongly recommended religious unity, but when faced with questions – many of them – about interfaith or interdenominational marriages, he emphasized the importance of family unity over religious integrity.  Usually, but not always, he recommended that the man either convert to his wife’s faith or choose another partner.  This was true even in the case of Catholic-Lutheran marriages; though, as a Lutheran pastor, he wrote that it pained him to recommend that a Lutheran become Catholic, the importance of family unity gave him little choice, as the wife was very unlikely to convert to Lutheranism under the Catholic teachings about salvation for Protestants.  He recommended that the man accept his wife’s religion despite, as one correspondent wrote, the fact that “the man is the head of the family” because the mother would be most responsible for the religious education of the child.  In order to maintain a committed relationship that would support the faith of the child, both husband and wife must share a faith.

Other letters displayed considerable anxiety about adultery.  What was adultery, some Africans asked?  Trobisch defined it as sex with another man’s wife.  When he wrote in another letter that sex with unmarried women also constituted adultery, an African wrote back, shocked – how could that be?  They were not married, where was the adultery?  Was adultery the sin that could not be forgiven, as the Bible said?  Would the wife of a man who engaged in adultery die in childbirth, as tradition had it?  What if you wash afterwards?  (There’s no connection between childbirth and adultery, wrote Trobisch, but you must repent your sin and also be careful, as you may give your wife a venereal disease and then she will be sterile.  And washing makes no difference.)

There are only two clear mentions of homosexuality in the sampling of letters I have examined, with a potential third letter (uncertain due to the euphemisms of the writer).  One is a letter from a man writing in French from West Africa, the second from an English-speaking woman in East Africa, and Trobisch’s responses to both are interesting and possibly enlightening.
The letter from West Africa asks about “l’homosexualite” as part of a list of questions that the writer has about Trobisch’s teaching about sexuality – more or less “What do you think about it?”  There were several questions in the list, only one of which was about homosexuality.  Trobisch wrote back, brusquely, that the man’s questions were too general to be answered in a letter, that Trobisch would only deal with particular, actual problems people had rather than abstract questions, and that he should read “Voici mon probleme,” one of Trobisch’s brochures on sexual desire and marriage.  This response was extremely unusual for Trobisch, who regularly answered questions identical to the ones in the list aside from the homosexuality question – how long should a woman be a virgin?  How do you choose a woman? – at great length in other letters, despite knowing nothing about the person’s personal situation.  Trobisch’s response could be read as significant discomfort with male homosexuality, and certainly this might be expected, but again, the sample is far too small to say.
Trobisch’s response to the young woman writing about lesbianism was quite different.  Without any sense of embarrassment, but rather of excitement, the woman writes, “What will you think of this, when I tell you that I am in love, but not with a boy!”  The woman, who was attending a boarding school, wrote that she felt everything for her girlfriend that Trobisch said one should feel about the person you will marry, including longing to “sleep” whenever they were together.  Trobisch’s response was to tell the woman, essentially, that this was a phase she would grow out of, and that she should spend more time with men.  He asked questions about her relationship with her father, indicating his own, basically Freudian, understanding of homosexual attraction.  As to the physical aspect of the relationship, Trobisch either did not realize the significance of “sleeping” or found it unremarkable.  He did not tell the woman to avoid physical contact or discuss the potential sinfulness of expressing her feelings physically.  It is possible that Trobisch saw female homosexuality simply as insignificant sexually.  Given that he clearly believed that the woman’s lesbianism was not “real,” perhaps he felt no need to take it seriously, even to condemn it.
Conclusion

Did Trobisch’s mission and ministry make a difference in the acceptance of Christian marriage in the African church?  Did it help to re-form African Christian sexuality in a Christian mold?  Did it challenge the problems that Trobisch saw in African church discipline?  In some ways, perhaps; as part of the larger effort of the international church to provide an approved  structure for “Christian family life.”  Certainly, as the thousands of letters and successful seminars attest, African Christians were willing to come to Trobisch to have their questions answered.  And Trobisch, along with the World Council of Churches and the Lutheran World Federation, made developing “leadership capacity” one of his highest priorities, offering seminars and training to pastors and theological students on Christian marriage.

Trobisch’s model of marriage was in some ways created by the culture of the mid-twentieth century, a Biblicization of the companionate marriage model which most Americans and Europeans “believed” in.  The thousands of Africans who wrote to him for clarity on the meaning and practice of marriage and sexuality are proof of the fact that this model was culturally specific – it did not translate immediately or easily into another culture, nor was it a logical outgrowth of Christian faith on its own.  And the continued debate about polygamy in African church life demonstrates that even the most basic external marker of this “Biblical” Christian marriage – monogamy – causes difficulties in a society where intentional monogamy is only perhaps a hundred and fifty years old.  In such a situation, where “Christian marriage” is held up as a crucial marker of Christian identity, and where nonetheless most people do not find the vision of Christian marriage personally or culturally compelling, the church will have little choice except to fall back continually upon external discipline.  The only way out of the impasse, as Trobisch discovered, would be either to release “Christian marriage” from the heart of church teachings, or to bring it truly into the heart of the church, to truly convince all Christians that this was God’s will.

In the very years in which Trobisch offered up his ministry, the mainline Protestant churches in Europe and the United States began to move away ever more decisively from the model of church discipline for sexual “transgressions,” and even to rethink whether these transgressions were central to the heart of the Christian Gospel.  Even when Trobisch began his ministry in the 1950s, missionaries acknowledged that church discipline of the type that Africans endured would never be accepted by churchgoers in Europe and the United States, and Africans were shocked by the “laxity” of church discipline when they visited churches in the Global North (and also by the fact that just about everyone in every church took communion, rather than only the perfect few). For the mainline Protestant churches of the North, struggling to live out Christian mission in a society growing ever more secular, individualist, apathetic, and hostile to Christianity, communion became ever more a sacrament of community, inclusion, and welcoming in response to the needs of the people.  The idea that communion might be used specifically to exclude and punish is shocking to many thoughtful Christians in the global North, and seeing African leaders refusing to take communion with Americans is deeply troubling.

Just this past August, the ELCA chose, in a deeply contested set of votes, to adopt a new Social Statement on Sexuality which acknowledged that the church is not of one mind regarding issues of sexual mores and discipline, and to permit openly gay or lesbian clergy.  The Evangelical Lutheran Church in Kenya immediately protested; the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania had protested even before the vote was taken; and the pastors of African Lutheran congregations in the United States also put out a statement in protest.  And yet the Lutheran World Federation has stated clearly that the issue of sexuality is not a “church dividing” issue.  Lutheran unity is not based on agreement about sexual mores.  According to Lutheran theology, the true church exists wherever the Gospel is proclaimed and the sacraments rightly administered.  Marriage, argue some, is not a sacrament; nor is the Gospel of Christ or the saving power of the crucifixion tied up in sexual discipline.  The church must be inclusive; communion and full church membership is the gift to all believers.
Of course, there are many Christians in the global North who disagree, including the members of the Lutheran CORE and a wide variety of conservative evangelical Christians.  Conservative Northern Christians, Africans, and many others in the global South argue that sexual discipline, particularly heterosexual monogamy, is an intrinsic part of what it has always meant to be Christian, and accuse those who separate sex from salvation of teaching a “false gospel” or giving in to cultural relatavistic norms.  African churches, like conservative Northern churches, continue to struggle with issues of sexual discipline, and as has been the case for a century now, the African church continues to struggle with the meaning, acceptability, and discipline of polygamy in particular.
Among these Christians, Trobisch’s model of sexual purity and discipline is extremely popular.  His books have been continually reprinted, with I Loved a Girl most recently reappearing in 2001; InterVarsity Press published his collected works in 1987, and I Loved a Girl and I Married You  are still assigned in seminaries in the United States.  However, Trobisch did not believe – insofar as I can trace his writings – that sexual discipline was the heart of the Gospel or intrinsic to salvation.  He did believe that it was important to Christian life – part of the process of sanctification, perhaps, although I have not seen that specific term used by him – and that his model of companionate marriage was the only Biblical one.  He argued against public church discipline for “sinners,” though he did believe that sexual transgression was indeed sin and required repentance.  The delicate distinction between “important and biblical” and “required for salvation,” however, seems to be difficult to hold in practice, both in Africa and the United States.
It is also not clear how far Trobisch’s three “foundation stones” for marriage have really entered into African church understanding of marriage.  This requires more investigation, but I theorize that African churches, for the most part, continue to discipline externally rather than successfully inculcating a cultural commitment to companionate monogamous marriage.  I theorize as well that African churches continue to place far more emphasis on children as the valid mark of a marriage than Trobisch would have accepted.

Both the African and the global North churches are continuing to struggle with these questions.  In Africa, the problem of Christian marriage is part of a long story of power, domination, cultural change, and colonial struggle which has been exerted upon African relationships through church discipline.  African church commitment to the ideal of “Christian marriage” as Trobisch and others taught it –sexually exclusive, lifelong, heterosexual and patriarchal monogamy – is not “conservative” at all, but part of an ongoing struggle to bring something quite new to Africa.  In the Northern churches, Walter Trobisch’s vision of Christian marriage continues to exert a truly conservative appeal, holding on to a vision of sexuality disciplined by the church as a defense from the world’s sinfulness.  International church organizations, including the Lutheran World Federation, continue to try to hold the views of conservative evangelicals, African Christians, and mainline Northern churches in communion.  At this time, it is not certain how these different views of marriage, sexuality, and church discipline will be able to live together in the future.  This story is not over.
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