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CHAPTER 1:
HOPE

The rain came early that year. The wind blew and the leaves 
whispered. They really did whisper and say to each other “it’s 
coming.” The air was pregnant with a great expectation and the 
sky was heavy, about to burst. Raindrops fell, slowly at first, one 
by one. They were fat, and plonked down onto the ground, each 
with a thud as if to say, “we’re here.” As soon as the first drops 
hit bare soil, they awakened the sweet fragrance of earth; which 
somehow seemed to fill the people’s lungs like no breath taken 
before this one. The unmistakable voice of thunder command-
ed the skies, by now bruised a deep purple. All this made the 
people’s hearts beat just a little faster, as though in tune with the 
rhythm of the thudding raindrops. There was a restlessness and 
then finally, the skies were opened. Rain poured down upon the 
people like the millions of tears shed by the unforgiven. They felt 
the rain on their heads. They felt the rain hit their skin, cooling 
it violently. They smelled the sweet, nutty scent of earth. They 
heard the light break in the skies and all around them were the 
tears of heaven, all-consuming in their thunderous passion. A 
magic ran through them. The magic was in the relief of it all - 
relief from the pent-up frustration gathered over the course of 
tortuously hot, dry days. Days when the sun had beat down on 
them mercilessly and unforgiving. Mercy and forgiveness were 
finally here.

The rain continued to fall, softly at first, over days. Privileged 
children in their wall-fenced off yards came out in shiny gum-
boots to play in puddles. This was much to the annoyance of 
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their nannies whose workload doubled with the extra laundry. 
Those children less fortunate played excitedly in filling drain-
age trenches, dams and streams. Traffic slowed and piled up as 
windshield wipers flipped and flapped, struggling to keep pace 
with the rainfall. The drivers didn’t mind. Pedestrians walked in 
zig-zag lines of avoidance – steering clear of puddles and pot-
holes, dodging the splash of muddy water from car tyres; while 
at the same time trying not to collide into one another. They 
didn’t mind either. Cyclists rode with caution, stuck between the 
jagged edges of tarred roads to their left and high-speed traffic 
to their right. The cyclists didn’t mind. Farmers’ thoughts grew 
bolder. They dared to predict their harvest, calculate their yield 
and estimate their profits. Housewives anticipated a reduction in 
the diesel consumption of their generators which had struggled 
to compensate for what was now a standard eight-hour daily 
load-shedding schedule. Even those in the townships, for whom 
rain was generally an enemy – testing the integrity of their tem-
porary living structures and the sanitation of their surround-
ings - were glad. They understood the impact which the end of 
the drought would have, and they saw the bigger picture. So, 
even though the thunder which initially had been melodic had 
become frightening; and despite sharp bolts of lightning threat-
ening to cause fires, there remained a sense of content and of 
comfort. 

The rain brought with it hope. It was a time when the col-
lective conscience dared to dream and dared to fantasise a real-
ity improved and far removed from what it was. The country’s 
reality had been one of dis-ease. Over the past four years dis-
ease had spread like a ravenous cancer that just wouldn’t quit. 
This dis-ease had eaten away at all promise and drank itself 
sick from pools of discontent. Discontent which had embedded 
itself and multiplied in the hearts of the unsuspecting, making 
them cold and hard and bitter. There hadn’t been much to warm 
these hearts. Not much apart from cheap potent liquor which 
came in plastic sachets or cardboard boxes. These lined the 
streets with litter and caused the drains to clog, and the streets to 
flood, and the traffic to slow, as it waded through murky waters. 
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But the liquor had been only a temporary placebo and when it 
wore off and sobriety inevitably set in, only fear remained in 
bloated bellies like a poison. This fear caused stomachs to turn in 
terror. A deep-seated anxiety settled. It had remained an unmov-
ing and undigested constipation of fear; for days and weeks and 
months and years, until they no longer felt their hunger. Were it 
not for the faint and dizzy spells or the growling of their bellies 
or the gauntness of their cheeks and the peaking of collar bones, 
the people wouldn’t have known they were starving. The rain 
brought with it Inswa, large edible flying ants which emerged 
from the ground with the first drops and, being drawn to fluores-
cent light bulbs above front porches, seemed to drop like manna 
from the heavens. The rain brought nourishment to the people.  

* * *

With hope came a great many churches. They sprung up all 
across the country like wildflowers in springtime, dotting the 
flat landscape with steeples and crosses. The Churches reflect-
ed not only the various denominations: Catholic and Anglican, 
Inter-denominational and United, Pentecostal, Baptist and Meth-
odist, Lutheran and Adventist; but they also reflected the class-
es: rural dwellers and township dwellers and the lower-middle 
class, the middle class and the upper-middle class and at the pin-
nacle, the apa mwamba. 

All Churches preached of a new dawn. Those of the poor 
drew from the book of Matthew which was read out with 
great accentuation: “Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the 
earth…” It was a gospel of assurance, intended to bring com-
fort to the downtrodden and to end growing despair. The pas-
tor of the poor preached with fresh fervour from his splintered 
wooden podium. Filled with zest he stretched his arms above 
his head to bring up his oversized jacket sleeves and contin-
ued: “Those without humility will be humbled. God says in 
the book of Romans Chapter twove and ves nineteen that: ‘In 
due time their foot will slip; their day of disaster is near and their 
doom rushes upon them.’ Remain humble for your day will come! 
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The Bible has told us that what? It tells us that the humble will 
be exalted!” By this point the pastor was shouting, spit flying 
out of his mouth, highlighted in the few rays of sunlight which 
shone on his face. 

“When your madam complains ati, ‘my blood pressure, my 
diabetes,’ these are the wages of sin! Diabetes and blood pressure 
result from what? They result from gluttony!” continued the Pas-
tor, pulling up his oversized suit pants and pushing his murky 
glasses up his nose. “Every day nshima with beef stew, Hungar-
ian sausage with chips, Hungry Lion, KFC family bucket: it is 
gluttony! You can already see the wages of sin beginning!” Excit-
ed snickering erupted. 

So continued this Church service, in a structure of burnt brick 
with tiny square holes for light. The poor sat on shoddy wooden 
pews, hugging themselves against the cold of the draught which 
seeped in under uneven door panels, or fanning themselves 
with their heavy bibles for the October heat. Township dwell-
ers worshipped in Churches of concrete block, some plastered 
and painted and others not. With bouquets of fake flowers at the 
altar in front of lop-sided wooden crosses. These rooms were 
filled with the sour scent of cheap floor polish, which stained the 
concrete floors a deep red. The congregation, freshly bathed that 
morning, smelled of soap. Their faces were shiny with promise 
and Vaseline.

 From large cities to small towns to tiny villages, the gospel 
spread renewed like a contagious rash. The theatrics of the Pen-
tecostal suggested they were indeed infected. Arms flew into 
the air in praise, bodies fell dramatically to the floor in twitching 
convulsions. Mouths chanted all at once in a unified and hyster-
ical hum of varied tongues. Eyes were sealed shut, some eyelids 
tightly creased and others fluttering with emotion. After prayer 
came the time of worship. In townships worship was led by a 
keyboard, which played offensively high-pitch tunes in the back-
ground, complimented by loud singing, with the shuffle of hun-
dreds of dancing feet and the clapping of just as many hands, all 
heard well outside the Church walls. 
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 The middle-class prayed under high-pitched roofs, their feet 
on speckled grey terrazzo floors. Daylight was rose-coloured 
through stained glass windows. The Church smelled of aged 
wood and old books and boasted impressively high ceilings. The 
large room echoed with every cough, every turn of a hymn book 
page, every throat clearing and shuffle. A mother would rush out 
every now and again with her crying baby cradled in her steady 
arms. The baby’s shrieks reverberated beyond the sound of the 
Pastor’s voice, which hissed consistently from the microphone. 
Those less disciplined, who had woken too late for breakfast, 
were afraid that the growling of their hungry bellies might echo 
just as loudly, and they prayed for the service to end. Despite 
these prayers, the Pastor continued. Here, Philippians was the 
book of choice: 

“And Paul wrote in his letter to the Philippians: ‘Rejoice in 
the Lord always. Do not be anxious about anything, but in every sit-
uation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your re-
quests to God.’ Paul goes on to say: ‘I rejoiced greatly in the Lord 
that at last you renewed your concern for me.’ As a result of rejoicing 
and praise, Paul was blessed with gifts from the Philippians,” 
preached the handsome young Pastor, drawing a deep breath 
and smiling with affirmation. 

“Rejoice by tending to your fellowship in Christ Jesus! Re-
joice in congregation with the Lord! Rejoice by supporting God’s 
Ministry and his Church! Amen!” This served as adequate intro-
duction to the basket of offering which the ushers now passed 
around while the piano played. Each note bounced off the solid 
concrete walls and high ceilings and off the hard and shiny ter-
razzo floor, creating an endless flow of musical notes – one note 
beginning long before the other ends. 

 The apa mwamba thanked God from within architecture of 
concrete and glass and the finest local stone cladding. They sat 
on soft cushions in even pews of rich mukwa hardwood whose 
edges became slightly rounded, dark and shiny with wear. Their 
feet were neatly placed upon soft carpet. They were preached 
to from microphones, while their vision was assisted by large 
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projector screens. The latest and largest shiny things filled the 
parking lot: Ford Rangers and Range Rovers, Land Rovers and 
Toyota Fortuners, Toyota GXs and the latest Lexus’, Mercedes 
of various classes. The parking was ample, but the Church was 
larger. Shiny things spilled over into the street as the wealthy 
sought renewed hope and the comfort of fellowship with their 
own kind. In this Church the tithe of the congregation was al-
ready generous and their blessings already abundant. Here, 
ATMs and mobile Points of Sale assisted to ensure that all dues 
necessary for salvation were paid. Here, hope was not required 
in the form of desperation fulfilled. This here was a higher hope 
of power and of respect, one obtained from the book of Genesis: 
“May God give you heaven’s dew and earth’s richness— an abundance 
of grain and new wine.” The Pastor’s well-groomed face beamed 
from the projector screen, his voice amplified by a microphone 
and built-in speakers placed strategically around the two-thou-
sand seat auditorium. The Pastor’s black leather shoes shone so 
that those sitting in the back row could see their glare. The con-
gregation was quiet, but the Pastor knew they were listening be-
cause it showed in their weekly offerings. He continued unfazed:  

“Your position of influence comes with responsibility. Re-
sponsibility first to your Church, to your families and to your 
community. You must understand that not everyone is able to 
carry such responsibility,” said the Pastor, pausing for empha-
sis. “For some, it is too much to bear,” again the Pastor paused. 
“If you find yourselves with certain responsibilities, know that 
it is because you are strong enough to bear them.” The sermon 
was concluded with The Lord is my Shepherd from Psalm Twen-
ty-Three: “You prepare a table for me in the presence of my enemies. 
You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.”

For the wealthy especially, Sundays were days of content. 
This was a day when husbands tended to family duties and 
wives smiled with pretentious humility as they fled out of 
Church, their well-scrubbed and oiled children in tow. All the 
congregation, dressed in their best clothes, were eager to min-
gle after the service came to close. The fragrance off expensive 
perfume clouded above the dispersing crowd stood outside the 
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Church entrance. The crowd exchanged stories, discussed the 
sermon, chit-chatted and gossiped. The ladies smiled, and the 
men joked, the children poked and played. The apa mwamba car-
ried with them a sense of pride: pride at their generous offerings, 
pride at their families, pride at their attendance that Sunday. And 
so, the people were filled with the gospel - the gospel of entitle-
ment. 


