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A picture speaks a thousand words, so the saying goes. The exhibition we have the pleasure visiting this evening 
– Getuigen van een missie / Witnesses of a mission compiled by Luc Vints and Roeland Hermans – puts about one 
hundred photographs on display, all coming from the KADOC collections and documenting in one way or another the 
presence of male and female Catholic missionaries in Belgian Central-Africa. One hundred times thousand words... It is 
clear that the limitations of this presentation will not allow me to do credit to the saying, nor – more importantly - to the 
historical worth of all of these pictures and the photographic excellence of some. 

In what follows, what I cannot or will not do is tell what the master narrative behind this exhibition is or which 
story you should find in it. That I leave to you. Each of us comes with his or her own history and background to this 
exhibition. Each of us will read these photographs differently and construct their own narratives, their own stories with 
it. I will however share, not more than, two reflections with you that I hope can inspire your own viewing.

First of all, if the one hundred and something images at this exhibition reveal us something, is that the answer to the 
question: Who was the Catholic missionary in Belgian Africa, should always be plural. If anyone would doubt it, there 
is no such thing as thé Catholic missionary.  Although our stereotypical image of the missionary often is that of a white 
man with a long beard, by the time of Congo’s independence almost as many female as male religious were working in 
the country. But there was also the distinction between priests and brothers, or between members of different religious 
institutes – differences that not only can be easily read from the photographs because of the different habits, but also 
manifested itself in other spiritualities, missionary strategies and institutional memories.

And then there was of course the difference in times. Being a missionary in 1885 – when a trip from the mother house to 
the mission station could easily take up to seven months which implied that many left never to return – or in the 1950s – 
when almost all mission stations were accessible by car and linked to Europe by airplanes (and let me point here at one 
beautiful image you shouldn’t miss: that of two nuns boarding an airplane in Melsbroek, excitedly waving goodbye, but 
with their shoes and the airfield covered in snow) – were to very different realities.

There were differences in nationalities – indeed contrary to what many of us may think, Catholic missionaries were not 
necessarily Belgian, but also among Belgians – even back then – differences and tensions between Dutch-speaking and 
French-speaking Belgians - differences in class, etc.

And finally perhaps for this first issue, a very related question: where do we place the many autochthonous helpers and 
Congolese co-religious taking up an important part in the evangelising work? From early years onwards, young boys 
were being trained as catechists, monitors (teachers) for the village schools or nurses. While the first Congolese Catholic 
priest, Stefano Kaoze, was ordained in 1917, it wasn’t before the 1930s that the number of so-called abbes – secular 
Congolese priests – started increasing significantly. By 1957, the about 4.600 male and female ‘foreign’ missionaries 
worked together with 461 Congolese priests, 473 brothers and 2.100 Congolese sisters. Do they also get credit as agents 
of the mission work, or is this role reserved for the European or North-American expat religious?

Then secondly: where were the missionaries? Can we stick a geographical label to their identity, to who they were: 
Belgian? Congolese? Or indeed, somewhere in-between or both?

When looking at the pictures in the exhibition, a first impression may be that the Congo they depict was very Belgian, 
or – more broadly – European. You will see Gothic Revival churches, with stained glass windows imported from Belgian 
workshops, vegetable gardens with European vegetables, or recreation rooms with pianos, Flemish newspapers, 
pictures of the Belgian King and Queen on the walls and a billiard table. These are images that attest to a certain feeling 
of nostalgia, they register practices that were part and parcel of the daily life of the expat missionaries and established 
mental links with the mother country. Even if these more or less conscious references to Europe may have become less 
frequent the longer a missionary stayed in his mission field, for most of them they never fully disappeared.



A similar analysis could be made of what the photographs have recorded as the missionaries’ activities, the photographs 
of what they did. Here again, you will see much that seems to be directly imported from Europe. The greater part of 
what missionaries did in the missions was the same as what clergy members were doing at home, in Europe: catechesis, 
sacramental apostolate (the liturgy, baptisms, marriages, burials), education and medical care. Moreover, both in content 
and basic of forms and structure these imported practices remained to a large extent the same abroad, in the mission 
field. 

But perhaps this simple import-export-model reveals itself a little bit too simple. Because on the one hand quite a few 
new practices emerged answering to local needs and opportunities, while on the other hand significant adaptation were 
made to what was imported on the one hand. 

One of these new activities that you will find beautifully documented in the photographs were the many plantations, 
cattle ranches or model farms ran by missionaries. The work on these agricultural enterprises ensured the necessary 
food and income for the missions (by selling export crops – such as coffee or cotton), but also had to teach the converted 
Congolese the love for manual labour, a necessary component of the good Christian’s identity at this time. Even if the 
missionaries themselves referred to the agricultural exploitations of the medieval abbeys when talking about their farms, 
it is clear that they were answering first and foremost to specific local needs and demands and these enterprises were 
unmatched in 19th or 20th-century Europe.

Similar analyses could be made of the classes women religious started for heathen women who wanted to marry a 
Christian man or of the brousse father or travelling father who from the interwar period onwards travelled from village to 
village to visit the village schools and celebrate mass there. 

All these adaptations to local realities and self perceptions can indeed also be read in these apostolic methods imported 
from Europe. For example, and I borrow this from research done by Jan Briffaerts amongst others, even if the basic 
curriculum and the ‘grammar of schooling’ – the set of formal and more unspoken rules that governed life at a school 
– were the same in Belgium and Congo, important changes occurred, most significantly the large place given to manual 
labour in the school program, which was an adaptation to the supposed lower intellectual capacities of the Congolese 
and their ability to learn through concrete acting, rather than through abstraction.

Similarly, the campaigns ran by mission sisters for the promotion of bottle-feeding and powdered milk – and again, 
there’s s quite a remarkable photograph documenting this on the exhibition - were on the one hand inspired by the 
Belgian Oeuvre du Gouttes de Lait/The Work of the Milk drop – het Werk van den melkdruppel, for the Flemish people 
here, een van de voorlopers van het Kinderheil en Kind en Gezin. Yet, on the other hand they cannot be understood but 
against the backdrop of a broader colonial crisis discourse about reproductional and maternity practices of Congolese 
women. 

In all of this, we see complex religious practices emerging: to a greater or lesser extent alluding to Europe, but always 
and again and again given meaning within a specifically Congolese and constantly changing mission context. And in 
the same way, the missionaries in all of these photographs come out as more than merely European priests, brothers, or 
sisters under a tropical sun, but as men and women that were at the same time here and there, member of a universally 
thought Church which until the end of the colonial time only saw one cultural model as point of orientation, but at the 
same time fully engaged in a Congolese setting.


