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Chapter 3

A forgiven Sinner? Robert Mugabe and the strained Catholic Relations
Canisius Mwandayi
Introduction

In November 2017, a statement by the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops Conference (ZCBC) thanked
Robert Mugabe for the “good work” he had done as the President of Zimbabwe for 37 years but
was quick to point out: “We forgive him for any shortcomings during his long tenure of office”
(ZCBC, cited in Catholic Herald, 27 November 2017). Such a statement by the Catholic bishops
summarises the controversy that surrounds Robert Mugabe. While he, at times, had good
relations with the church, as seen in him receiving holy communion on a regular basis, as well as
attending important church functions such as the burial of the late Pope John Paul 11 in 2005,
there were darker moments as well when he came out vicious through word and action towards
the same church he purported to be a member.

Employing a socio-historical analysis, this chapter seeks to make a follow-up on
Mugabe’s relations with the Catholic Church, highlighting in particular the strained moments.
The chapter is propelled by the hand of forgiveness that was stretched towards Mugabe at the
end of an era of his battle with the same church he claimed to be a member. The chapter argues
that by extending a hand of forgiveness to Mugabe, the Catholic Church demonstrated what ‘true
Christianity’ is all about as expatiated by C.S. Lewis (1949:182) who said: “To be a Christian
means to forgive the inexcusable because God has forgiven the inexcusable in you.”

Mugabe, the Catholic

Born at the Catholic Mission Station of Kutama on 21 February 1924, Robert Mugabe
grew up a product of the missionary system (Meredith, 2007). The moment his mother Bona
started taking him with her to mass, Robert is said to have become almost as pious as his mother
(Independent Online, 2008). Her mother, who belonged to the Shonhiwa family of Kutama
(Mushohwe, 2016), was fanatically religious and had arrived at Chishawasha Mission Station
with hopes of becoming a nun. She, however, saw herself getting married to Gabriel Chatunga
Mugabe at Chishawasha, where Mugabe and his siblings grew up and herself becoming a teacher
at Chishawasha before they relocated to Kutama (/bid).

The founder of the mission station at Kutama, Fr Jean-Baptiste Loubiére, a French
national, taught the local African people to regard the entire outside world as an evil place that
would engulf them unless they sought guidance through constant prayer (/ndependent Online,
2008). Taking the teachings of the church to heart, Mugabe’s mother is said to have been made



