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In Sep tem ber 2013, I met Laurent, a seri ous-looking man in his thirties and founder of a gos pel media com pany, 
for an inter view at a cof ee shop in Kigali, the cap i tal of Rwanda. I had known Laurent for more than a year but 
wanted to have a more for mal con ver sa tion with him about his career and his wider thoughts about the coun try’s 

nascent gos pel scene.1 When I asked Laurent if any thing dis tin guished Rwandan gos pel music from oth ers—from 
Kenyan gos pel music, or Burundian—he told me that it had to do with the “prom ise” or “spir i tual call ing” that God 
had given the coun try. For Laurent, this spir i tual call ing was imag ined on mul ti ple scales: gos pel music would trans-
form the hearts of indi vid u als so they became “good” Chris tians, which, in turn, would make Rwanda a Chris tian 
nation. This, in turn, would make Rwanda an exam ple for the rest of the world.

Laurent was concerned, though, because gos pel sing ers in the coun try were stuck; he raised his hand and flat-
tened it to indi cate a ceil ing, his fist below to indi cate the posi tion of Rwandan gos pel sing ers. Although many had 
gained national rec og ni tion, they couldn’t seem to make it on the inter na tional stage; they were not yet “gos pel 
stars,” as he called them. Some had even given up on gos pel entirely and switched to “sec u lar” music, a trend that 
wor ried many Pen te cos tals I knew. To Laurent, the stuck-ness of gos pel sing ers was in part tech no log i cal—the vast 
major ity of them didn’t know how to use the new record ing tech nol o gies that had become more widely avail  able in 
the postgenocide period to their advan tage, to marry, as he put it, tech nol ogy with le don (gift, in this case musi cal 
gift, under stood in the Pen te cos tal con text to be a gift from God). Chuckling, he told me about a gos pel singer he had 
first brought to the record ing stu dio who hadn’t known how to use a micro phone, who had tried sing ing into it from 
the wrong side. This anec dote dem on strated the chal lenge Laurent had set him self: to teach Pen te cos tal sing ers that 
it was not through being an indis tin guish able mem ber of a church choir that they could best wor ship God; rather it 
was through using their indi vid ual voice.

I start this piece with my con ver sa tion with Laurent because I even tu ally came to real ize that it was key to a 
ques tion I had been puz zling over through out my field work on the “new” postgenocide Pen te cos tal or born-again 
churches in the coun try, whose adher ents are called abarokore (the saved ones; sing., umurokore). Abarokore I knew 
seemed to be very concerned when young sing ers who had started their careers in the church turned to perform-
ing “sec u lar” mate rial. Here the dis tinc tion made was between sing ing “songs of God” or “gos pel music” (indirimbo 
z’Imana or umuziki wa gos pel) and “songs of the world” or “sec u lar music” (indirimbo z’isi or umuziki wa sec u lar). While 
the for mer sought to praise and wor ship God and assist Chris tians on their path toward heaven (ijuru), the lat ter 
could lead one to com mit sins (ibyaha) on earth (isi). If we con sider music as a way in which Pen te cos tals imag ine not 
only com ing closer to God but, in the Rwanda case, as real iz ing God’s prom ise for the coun try, then it becomes clear 
why there seemed to be so much at stake in the kind of music that Chris tian art ists decided to per form. When an 
art ist seemed to switch musi cal focus, I sug est, it called into ques tion not only their per sonal com mit ment to God, 
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but the entire postgenocide Pen te cos tal pro ject in the 
coun try—its moral author ity and abil ity to ofer some-
thing “new” espe cially against the Cath o lic and other 
main line Protestant churches, which were seen to have 
been com plicit in the 1994 geno cide.

Joining schol ar ship that exam ines the rela tion ship 
between media and reli gion, I sug est that in Rwanda 
debates about the kind of music Pen te cos tal art ists 
should per form have to be con tex tu al ized in rela tion 
to two con cerns: first, what we might call a Pen te cos-
tal “the ol ogy of sound,” the belief that par tic u lar music 
and sound prac tices bring indi vid u als closer to God; 
and sec ond, changes within Rwanda’s postgenocide 
media land scape.2 The lib er aliza tion of the media in 
2002, cou pled with advances in record ing tech nol-
ogy, cre ated new pos si bil i ties for abarokore to aspire to 
become indi vid ual “gos pel stars” as opposed to choir 
mem bers, in ways that they had been unable to before, 
which prompted debates about the nature of the post-
genocide Pen te cos tal voice itself. Here I take voice as 
not merely a met a phor for indi vid u al ity or polit i cal 
agency, but rather as hav ing par tic u lar kinds of mate-
rial prop er ties that are eval u ated within spe cific social, 
his tor i cal, and polit i cal con texts.3 In its very mate ri al-
ity, some won dered, did the Rwandan Pen te cos tal voice 
sound too Western, too much like Amer i can “soft rock,” 
as one music pro ducer alleged? Was there no room here 
for the voice (ijwi) of “tra di tional” Rwandan music? If 
so, was the postgenocide Pen te cos tal pro ject in Rwanda 
itself “for eign,” con cen trated in the hands of par tic u lar 
groups of Tutsi return ees?

Paying closer atten tion to sound and voice, then, 
can help us trace the spe cific ways in which Pen te cos tal-
ism attempts to “go pub lic”—that is, refuses to remain 
con fined to “pri vate life” and a mat ter of “per sonal 
beliefs”—and the kind of pub lic it calls into being.4 
I’m par tic u larly concerned here with the mate ri al ity of 
sound and voice, and the pos si bil i ties these mate ri al i-
ties open up for Rwandan Pen te cos tals to real ize God’s 
prom ise for the coun try. In stud ies of gos pel music in 
Africa, there is a ten dency to focus on the lyr i cal con-
tent of par tic u lar songs, often in an efort to under stand 
them as impor tant forms of social and polit i cal cri-
tique.5 Less atten tion has been paid to the kind of voice 
gos pel music employs, and how this voice may butt up 
uneas ily against local under stand ings of how the voice 
in song should sound. Yet tun ing into voice can help 
reveal fric tions in Chris tian pub lics at the mate rial level.

In what fol lows I draw on field work conducted in 
Kigali between 2011 and 2013, and again in 2018. I con-

sider inter views with those involved in both the sec u-
lar and Chris tian media—sing ers, pro mot ers, pro duc-
ers—as well as atten dance at Pen te cos tal ser vices. I 
begin by briefly sketching out the his tor i cal and polit-
i cal con text in which the new abarokore churches arose, 
before explor ing their sound prac tices, par tic u larly 
sing ing and the cre a tion of “heavy” sonic atmo spheres 
wherein mir a cles become pos si ble. This paves the way 
for a dis cus sion of the Pen te cos tal voice and its con tro-
ver sies. I con clude by con sid er ing how the author i tar-
ian Rwandan gov ern ment, led by the Rwandan Patriotic 
Front (RPF), has cracked down on the new churches 
in recent years, partly under the guise of “noise pol lu-
tion.” Yet, despite this silenc ing, I con sider Pen te cos tal 
radio, which was said to trans form indi vid u als whether 
or not they tuned in, and how this may reveal lim its to 
RPF con trol. To this end, I ask, How might we take seri-
ously sound’s mate ri al ity, its trans for ma tive power that 
was imag ined to be invis i ble and inau di ble, in think ing 
about reli gious pub lic ity?

Churches in Rwanda: History and Politics
The 1994 Rwandan Genocide resulted in the kill ing of 
800,000 Tutsi and mod er ate Hutu in the short space of 
one hun dred days. Among many other con se quences, 
this pro foundly reconfigured Rwanda’s reli gious land-
scape. Before the geno cide, Rwanda was pre dom i nantly 
Cath o lic, with approx i ma tely 62 per cent of the pop u la-
tion defin ing them selves as such, com pared to around 
18 per cent who iden ti fied as Protestant, 8 per cent as 
Seventh Day Advent ist, and 1 per cent as Mus lim. Yet 
dur ing the geno cide the Cath o lic Church—and, indeed, 
its Protestant coun ter parts—did not speak out against 
the vio lence while it was tak ing place, and some priests 
and nuns even par tic i pated in the kill ings.6 Churches, 
which had been sites of ref uge in ear lier peri ods of eth-
nic vio lence, became mas sa cre sites as Tutsi who had 
sought ref uge there were slaughtered; some of these 
churches, such as Cath o lic churches in Ntarama and 
Nyamata, now serve as geno cide memo ri als for thou-
sands of vic tims.7

According to Tim o thy Longman, the rea son the 
Chris tian churches were com plicit in the geno cide can 
be traced back to the way the Chris tian mes sage was 
first intro duced to the coun try: this mes sage was not 
one of “love and fel low ship,” but rather “one of obe di-
ence, divi sion, and power.”8 What this meant in prac tice 
was that when the White Fathers, a Cath o lic mis sion-
ary soci ety, first arrived in Rwanda at the begin ning of 
the twen ti eth cen tury, they actively aligned them selves 
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with the pow er ful—in this case, with the king (mwami) 
and the Tutsi elite. The Ham itic hypoth e sis, a rac ist ide-
ology that linked phys i o log i cal fea tures to intel lec tual 
abil ity to explain the com plex hier ar chi cal struc tures of 
the inter la cus trine king doms, guided the offi cial pol i-
cies of the colo nial state and the church. Since the sup-
pos edly Ham itic Tutsi were believed to be of Abyssinian 
or Galla ori gin and were there fore “nat u rally” supe rior 
to Hutu and Twa, they were given top places in Cath o lic 
schools and highly coveted posi tions within the colo-
nial admin is tra tion.9 Although dis tinc tions between 
Tutsi, Hutu, and Twa had existed prior to col o ni za tion, 
the arrival of the mis sion ar ies and colo nial rule helped 
trans form what had been more flex i ble socio eco nomic 
divi sions into rigid eth nic iden ti ties.10

While the Cath o lic Church ini tially backed the 
Tutsi elite, with decol o ni za tion and the Hutu rev o lu tion 
(1959–61), which cul mi nated in inde pen dence in 1962, it 
began to back Hutu counter-elites and pro vide spir i tual 
legit i macy to the sub se quent Hutu repub lics under Gré-
goire Kayibanda (1962–73) and Juvénal Habyarimana 
(1973–94). Under Habyarimana in par tic u lar, Hutu 
nation al ists such as Vincent Nsengiyumva—the arch-
bishop of Kigali and an active mem ber of Habyarimana’s 
polit i cal party, the Mouvement révolutionnaire national 
pour le développement; he was later killed by RPF sol-
diers in June 1994—“dom i nated” Cath o lic lead er ship 
until the geno cide.11 While the Cath o lic Church may 
not have been directly involved in plan ning the geno-
cide, they “played a cen tral role in the cre a tion and fur-
ther ance of rac ist ideology” that led to it.12 It is in part 
due to this very his tory that when the RPF, the Tutsi-led 
rebel group that stopped the geno cide in July 1994, took 
power, they regarded the main line churches, par tic u-
larly the Cath o lic Church, with hos til ity, in some cases 
forc ing them to appoint pro-RPF lead ers.13

Yet the RPF’s mis trust of the main line churches cre-
ated a favor able envi ron ment for the founding of inde-
pen dent Pen te cos tal or char is matic churches after the 
geno cide.14 Indeed, this open ing up of the reli gious field 
was unprec e dented. Habyarimana’s cozy rela tion ship 
with the Cath o lic Church meant that his gov ern ment 
actively inter vened to “quash” any new reli gious move-
ments from forming, in some cases jailing mem bers of 
Chris tian “sects” when they refused to par tic i pate in 
gov ern ment activ i ties.15 After the geno cide, among the 
hun dreds of thou sands of Tutsi who returned to the 
coun try from exile in Burundi, Uganda, the DRC, Kenya, 
Tanzania, and fur ther afield, were Pen te cos tal pas tors 
who planted churches not only in Kigali but across the 

coun try.16 These pas tors brought a new form of Pen te-
cos tal ism that empha sized the impor tance of accepting 
Jesus Christ as one’s Lord and Savior, spir i tual gifts, and 
pros per ity in the pres ent. One of these churches was 
True Revival Church (TRC), my main field work church 
in Kigali, which had been founded in 1996 by Tutsi 
return ees from Congo.

This “new” Pen te cos tal ism was in con trast to the 
“old” Pen te cos tal ism of ADEPR (Association des églises 
de pentecôte du Rwanda), which had been founded in 
1940 through Swed ish mis sion ar ies. ADEPR espoused 
a more “con ser va tive” form of Pen te cos tal ism: women 
had to cover their hair and wear skirts, for one, and 
unlike the new Pen te cos tal churches, which were mostly 
returnee Tutsi, ADEPR was per ceived to be Hutu-dom i-
nated.17 This “new” Pen te cos tal ism was also in con trast 
to the East Afri can Revival of the 1930s, whose adher-
ents had also called them selves abarokore and had sim i-
larly placed an empha sis on per sonal sal va tion.18 In the 
postgenocide period, the impact of these “new” abaro­
kore churches has been sig nifi  cant. According to the 
most recent cen sus, 44 per cent of the pop u la tion now 
identifies as Roman Cath o lic, and 38 per cent as Protes-
tant, 12 per cent as Advent ist, 2 per cent as Mus lim, and 
1 per cent as Jeho vah’s Witnesses.19 A major ity of this 38 
per cent are affil i ated to Pen te cos tal or char is matic con-
gre ga tions. Indeed, although in 1962 Rwanda had fewer 
than ten rec og nized reli gious orga ni za tions, by 2017, 
there were more than one thou sand.20

Pen te cos tal Music and Noise in the Postgenocide 
Period
One of the appeals of these new churches is their focus 
on sound. As Birgit Meyer has pointed out, Pen te cos-
tal ism across the globe tends to appeal to the senses, 
stressing the need to feel or be touched by the divine.21 
Music and char is matic preaching are key to this, allow-
ing Chris tians “to sense the pres ence of the Holy Spirit 
with and in their bod ies, wher ever they are, and to act 
on such feel ings.”22 Singing in par tic u lar is under stood 
to be “the most effi cient devic[e] for diverting the soul 
away from mate rial real ity and directing it towards 
the Divine.”23 Indeed, Pen te cos tal musi cians are often 
under stood to be “ves sels” for the anointing of the Holy 
Spirit, allowing for the healing of believ ers’ bod ies and 
the receiv ing of divine bless ings.24

This is pre cisely how Fabrice, a young man in his 
twenties who was the wor ship leader at TRC, explained 
the role of praise and wor ship music, known in Kinyar-
wanda as guhimbaza Imana. “Praise and wor ship is like 
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a jour ney,” he told me. “It’s like a jour ney from here to 
God, from your self to God. The choir is like a car that 
takes the church.” It was through music that abarokore 
left the sec u lar world behind, open ing up the pos si-
bil ity for mir a cles and bless ings. Fabrice him self had 
had such an expe ri ence. He told me that when he was 
sing ing, some one at TRC came up to him and gave him 
$200; some one else ofered to pay his school fees. Music 
had also led to Fabrice’s own sal va tion. In 2004, he had 
attended a spe cial New Year’s cel e bra tion at another 
Pen te cos tal church in the city. “In the time of praise and 
wor ship,” he told me, “I felt some thing. . . .  I felt some-
one in my heart, and I felt that I had to repent my sins.” 
He even remem bered the par tic u lar lyr ics to the Kinyar-
wanda praise song that had so moved him, which spoke 
of God as the source of love (urukundo) and truth (ukuri).

Katrien Pype argues that Pen te cos tal/char is matic 
pop u lar cul ture can be under stood as a “live” pop u-
lar cul ture. Pen te cos tal songs, tele vi sion seri als, films, 
and websites—to men tion just a few—are “live texts” 
because they have an active role in cre at ing reli gious 
sub jects; they empha size the imme di ate and spon ta-
ne ous; and they fore ground the “lived,” or “the bodily 
expe ri ence of the spir i tual bat tle and God’s mirac u lous 
inter ven tions.”25 In the Rwanda con text, fur ther more, 
the live li ness of Pen te cos tal music was viewed as in con-
trast to the “bor ing” litur gi cal music encoun tered in the 
main line churches, par tic u larly the Cath o lic Church. 
Fabrice had left the Cath o lic Church pre cisely because 
its sound prac tices were, if not dead, muted. He had not 
had a sim i lar expe ri ence of feel ing some one in his heart 
dur ing mass.

Yet it was not only sing ing that was under stood to 
be impor tant for urban Rwandan Pen te cos tals. Here I 
high light briefly the impor tance of “noise” more gen-
er ally. For some Pen te cos tals, it was the dense sonic 
atmo spheres of church ser vices that allowed for God’s 
pres ence, with music act ing as just one ele ment. Pat-
rick Eisenlohr describes atmo spheres as “quasi-objec-
tive enti ties that spread in a given space, touch ing and 
enveloping bod ies of those per ceiv ing them in a way 
that exceed sin gle, defi  nite sen sory impres sions.”26 This 
is use ful because unlike the con cept of soundscape, 
which “sug ests a three-dimen sional audi tory space 
that a lis tener is confronted with,” the notion of atmo-
spheres instead “attends to the intermingling of sound 
and the felt-body.”27 Sonic atmo spheres, he writes, enact 
“sug es tions of move ment,” not only through dis cur sive 
means but through the mate rial qual i ties of sound itself, 
through changes in loud ness, pitch, or fre quency.28

I briefly describe here a spe cial healing and deliv-
er ance ser vice at TRC wherein mul ti ple kinds of sound 
com bined to cre ate an atmo sphere “heavy” with God’s 
pres ence. After pray ers and a long praise and wor ship 
ses sion, Pastor Herve, the head pas tor of TRC, declared 
that God would solve our prob lems. “This even ing,” he 
exclaimed, “peo ple will change names! Miracles will be 
received by man! What you were never  able to do, God 
will enable you to do!” “Injira” [en ter], he yelled over 
and over again, mean ing that church mem bers needed 
to step for ward, to enter into the place of divine mir a-
cles and bless ings. At this point, the church was almost 
ecstatic, with peo ple shouting and cry ing, and every one 
around me jumping up and down. “There is some one 
who’s always cold, who never feels heat,” Pastor Herve 
intoned. “Tonight, you will feel heat!” Each pro phetic 
word was met both by more cheering from those in the 
church, and drum rolls and short piano mel o dies by the 
church band. Pastor Herve spoke in tongues, then led us 
in a song to give glory to God.

After we fin ished sing ing, Pastor Herve declared 
that there was a “heavi ness” in the air. “It is the heavi-
ness of the glory of God,” he explained. “In this glory, 
ask God what you want. In such an atmo sphere of heavi-
ness, I don’t think there is a way God can deny us any-
thing.” Furthermore, in such an atmo sphere, he said, 
witch craft was impos si ble. The “heavy” atmo sphere of 
the church was constructed not only through sounds, 
but also through other senses. When I had first arrived 
at the church, I had noticed there was a burned smell 
in the air, like burn ing plas tic. Pastor Herve explained, 
how ever, that the smell was the scent of God, yet more 
evi dence that the even ing was spe cial. In the days fol-
low ing the ser vice, a number of church mem bers gave 
tes ti mo nies of healing and mir a cles.

In the Pen te cos tal sound econ omy, then, music, 
“noise,” and, as we will see, radio fre quen cies were all  
under stood to bring indi vid u als closer to God and have 
trans for ma tive efects on hearts, minds, and bod ies.

The Problem of Gospel “Stars”
Given the impor tance of Pen te cos tal sounds, when 
sing ers who started in the church started sing ing about 
more “worldly” top ics, they came under severe crit i-
cism. For abarokore, while gos pel music can bring them 
closer to God, the con verse was also true: “sec u lar” 
music was under stood to be satanic, capa ble of tak ing 
indi vid u als down the “wrong” path, usu ally asso ci ated 
with drugs, alco hol, and pro mis cu ity.29 For exam ple, a 
widely shared piece of gos sip claimed that a musi cian 
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who played in the back ing band of the pop u lar national 
music com pe ti tion, Primus Guma Guma Super Star, 
was kicked out of his Pen te cos tal church.30 Since the 
com pe ti tion was spon sored by a bev er age com pany 
that brews beer, he was accused of performing for beer, 
instead of for God. Fabrice underscored for me the dan-
ger of performing sec u lar music. “Some spir i tual Chris-
tians say that when you sing a song of some star, like 
maybe Michael Jackson, his spirit can take you, if you’re 
not strong in God’s things,” he told me. “His spirit can 
take you and you end like him, even if you’re a Chris tian, 
because [of ] the spirit behind [it].” Although Fabrice 
admit ted he some times lis tened to sec u lar music and 
sang sec u lar songs, he was only  able to do so because he 
was strong spir i tu ally. In addi tion to his role as wor ship 
leader, he also had a con sis tent prayer life.

When I asked Claude, a mar ried father in his early 
thirties who was a musi cian and involved in TRC’s choir, 
why it was a prob lem for gos pel art ists to sing sec u lar 
music, he told me, “What I know is that peo ple have to 
have focus on what they’re doing, in what they believe. 
If you do things with out focus, it is easy to change with-
out any—you can change how ever. So those guys, they 
started in church. Like [pop u lar sing er] Mani Martin 
started when he was young. And what he was sing ing 
[then] is dif er ent to what he is sing ing today. So, I can say 
that he changed.” Here Claude was refer ring to Mani Mar-
tin, a tal ented young singer who had started out sing ing 
at ADEPR. As his career progressed, how ever, he started 
sing ing about top ics that were con sid ered to be worldly.

Yet this con cept of worldly music was blurry—while 
in some cases it referred to music that had overt themes 
of sex u al ity or drug use, in oth ers it referred to songs 
that did not take God as their main ref er ence point. For 
exam ple, one of Martin’s ofending “sec u lar” songs was 
“Icyo dupfana kiruta icyo dupfa” (“That Which Unites 
Us Is Greater Than That Which Separates Us”). The song 
asks lis ten ers to ques tion why things such as jeal ousy 
and eth nic ity keep peo ple apart when they are more 
sim i lar than they real ize. It has the fol low ing cho rus:

Tukaririmba amahoro Sing peace
Tugasakaza amahoro Spread peace
Tugatura mu mahoro Live in peace
Tugahumeka amahoro Breathe peace

Although the song became immensely pop u lar, 
to Martin’s crit ics, because it did not directly address 
God or make clear peace came from God, it was seen 
as evi dence that Martin had changed in the “wrong” 
way. Criticisms of Martin were also related to a change 

in his musi cal style. His ear lier gos pel songs, such as 
“Urukumbuzi” (which speaks of long ing for God), had a 
slower, more som ber mel ody while “Icyo dupfana kiruta 
icyo dupfa” had a more upbeat, reg ae-influ enced style. 
Since to many Pen te cos tals reg ae was asso ci ated with 
pagan ism—because sing ers often had dread locks and 
were per ceived to be heavy users of alco hol and mar i-
juana—Martin’s new sound was per ceived as decid edly 
un-Chris tian.

These same cri tiques about an art ist’s musi cal focus 
did not seem to be made against those out side of abaro­
kore churches. For exam ple, I was once at a record ing stu-
dio in Nyamirambo, a neigh bor hood of Kigali, with Mani 
Martin and sev eral other sing ers. They had gath ered 
together to write a song to com mem o rate a young musi-
cian, Henry Hirwa, who had died unex pect edly. As Martin 
was record ing his vocals, I struck up a con ver sa tion with a 
young singer who was con trib ut ing to the song. I told him 
that I liked his recent sin gle—an R and B love song that 
had become quite pop u lar among the city’s youth. In the 
course of our con ver sa tion the singer men tioned he was 
Cath o lic and still sang in the choir of his church. “They 
don’t mind that you’re sing ing sec u lar songs?” I asked 
him. “No, we’re Cath o lics, we’re like that,” he told me with 
a smile. The implicit com par i son here was with Pen te cos-
tal churches, like Martin’s, who were not like that.

In order to under stand this—Why was it unac-
cept able for Pen te cos tal musi cians to per form “sec u-
lar” music but accept able to Cath o lics?—we need to 
con sider both theo log i cal and tech no log i cal fac tors. 
Before the geno cide—and, indeed, imme di ately after 
it—the vast major ity of Chris tian music was sung by 
choirs.31 While cho ral music is still undoubt edly pop u-
lar in Rwanda today—ADEPR and the Advent ist church 
are known for their excel lent choirs—I sug est that the 
Pen te cos tal empha sis on cul ti vat ing a per sonal rela-
tion ship with God con verged with changes in record-
ing tech nol ogy (and the lib er aliza tion of the coun try’s 
media), cre at ing new pos si bil i ties for Pen te cos tals to 
praise and wor ship God through the indi vid ual voice. 
Suddenly, Pen te cos tal sing ers could dream of becom-
ing, in Laurent’s words, “gos pel stars.” Indeed, this is 
pre cisely why Laurent had started his gos pel media 
com pany in mid-2000. Before he started it, he told me, 
“it was not pos si ble for a solo art ist to just stand up and 
say, ‘I’m going to the stu dio, I’m going to do an album.’” 
His com pany had helped make this pos si ble and when 
I interviewed him in 2013, he had over a dozen cli ents.

Yet accom pa ny ing this rise of gos pel sing ers was 
a new found sense that an indi vid ual singer was repre-
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senting an indi vid ual church and, to some extent, the 
“new” Pen te cos tal faith. With the rise of enter tain ment 
radio talk shows and enter tain ment websites, there 
were new pub lic places to dis cuss the inti mate details 
of young per form ers’ pri vate and pub lic lives.32 This 
increased pub lic scru tiny meant that Pen te cos tal art-
ists were expected by their churches and pas tors to be 
model Pen te cos tals: they had to per form a sta ble, con-
sis tent, “focused” (in Claude’s words) per sona in order 
to stave of accu sa tions by some that the new Pen te cos-
tal churches were merely businesses, profiting from the 
trauma of Rwandans.

The con sis tency of Pen te cos tal art ists was seen as 
espe cially impor tant, I sug est, because of the moral 
author ity the new churches claimed for them selves 
after the geno cide. Since they had not been in the coun-
try lead ing up to and dur ing the trag e dies of 1994, they 
presented them selves as—and were pop u larly per-
ceived to be—less tainted than the main line churches. 
Indeed, this point was brought home to me by Aimable, 
a mid dle-aged man who had been involved in found-
ing the coun try’s first Chris tian radio sta tion, Umucyo 
Radio (Light Radio), in 2005. When I asked Aimable why 
the Pen te cos tal churches had seen such a rise after the 
geno cide, he told me that the geno cide had “bro ken” the 
main line churches that had been in the coun try. It was 
only the churches that had come from out side after-
ward that could preach the mes sage, that could say with 
any kind of con vic tion, “God is good.”

When Pen te cos tal sing ers decided to sing about 
“worldly” themes, the very Pen te cos tal pro ject in 
Rwanda itself was shaken: if God had cho sen a par tic-
u lar singer to trans port Chris tians closer to him, what 
did it say about God when this singer seemed to turn 
away from him? Was God’s prom ise for Rwanda really 
from God or was it the work of the devil, as the geno-
cide had been? Was the trans for ma tive power of sound 
being used to “good” or “bad” ends?

The Pen te cos tal Voice
Yet if indi vid ual voices were now  able to praise and wor-
ship God in ways they had been unable to do so before, 
this gave rise to ques tions about the “cor rect” kind of 
voice that was most appro pri ate to employ. This ten sion 
became clear to me in a dis cus sion with Emmanuel, a 
well-known music pro ducer. I had been intro duced to 
him at a music fes ti val and assumed that he was a sec-
u lar music pro ducer. It was only when I went to visit 
him at his stu dio one day and saw him work ing with 
gos pel sing ers—a female singer who was well known 

in Rwanda and an aspir ing female singer from Burundi, 
both of whom were cli ents of Laurent—that I real ized 
he also pro duced gos pel music. Emmanuel con sid ered 
him self an umurokore and had been praying at a Pen-
te cos tal church since 2005. To get him talking, I asked 
him what I thought to be quite a straight-for ward ques-
tion: Do you pro duce gos pel music? His answer, how-
ever, sur prised me. He responded,

I do. But for me, real, I don’t know, I’m not wrong—if I’m 
wrong, I don’t know, but—like in [Pen te cos tal] churches 
you feel like some times they play this soft rock. Or Amer-
i can stuf. Why? It’s fine, but why can’t we look at our own 
way, like Rwandese, to wor ship God with our cul ture? If 
they [as pir ing gos pel sing ers] come, they want to sing 
like Darlene [Zschech, an Aus tra lian Pen te cos tal sing er], 
Kirk Franklin [an Afri can Amer i can gos pel sing er]. For 
me, it’s nice, I pro duce it, but I don’t like it. They should 
look for a way to do some Rwandan mod ern music. Like, 
God needs our cul ture too. If God cre ated Rwanda, he 
needs Rwandese to wor ship as Rwandese.

Here Emmanuel pointed out that when Pen te cos-
tal audi ences demanded that sing ers sing only gos pel 
songs, they were, uncon sciously or not, advo cat ing for 
a par tic u lar kind of sound: for a kind of Amer i can “soft 
rock” that had been devel oped in Western con texts for 
Western Chris tians with Western instru ments. This 
kind of voice was asso ci ated with sing ers such as Dar-
lene Zschech and Kirk Franklin, and, to Emmanuel, had 
noth ing to do with Rwandan musi cal tra di tions and a 
par tic u lar kind of Rwandan voice. This view was reit er-
ated to me by the well-known Rwandan musi cian Jean-
Paul Samputu. “When you go to a church, you will find 
gui tar,” he explained to me during an interview, shak ing 
his head sadly, pointing out that no Pen te cos tal church 
in Kigali used tra di tional instru ments such as inanga 
(trough zither), umuduri (musi cal bow), ikembe (thumb 
piano), or umwirongi (flute) in its wor ship. Although 
Samputu’s musi cal career has encompassed many dif-
fer ent styles, after he was saved in 2003, he started fus-
ing tra di tional Rwandan music with praise and wor-
ship music, par tic u larly on his 2006 album Voices from 
Rwanda. Yet, as I dis cuss below, this fusion was con sid-
ered prob lem atic by some abarokore.

Emmanuel saw this lack of “tra di tional” musi cal 
ele ments in con tem po rary Rwandan gos pel music as 
an afront to Rwandan musi cal cul ture and a fail ure to 
root the Pen te cos tal mes sage in Rwandan soil. Indeed, 
unlike the “soft rock” that Pen te cos tal pas tors seemed to 
be demand ing, Emmanuel pointed out that tra di tional 
Rwandan music was defined by its 5/8 rhythm and by a 
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par tic u lar char ac ter of the voice (ijwi—which can mean 
both “sound” and “voice” in Kinyarwanda). Alongside 
the use of tra di tional instru ments, this style of vocal i za-
tion, which relies on “tight vibrato or melisma,” marks 
cer tain music as “tra di tional.”33 When I asked Emman-
uel to describe it, he ofered this defi  ni tion: “It’s bluesy, 
it’s real blues. You know it’s some how blues. But—it’s 
really emo tional. You know. [He sings in a “tra di tional” 
style.] At the end they come low so much, it’s really 
emo tion they sing. Up down, up down. They’re like the 
end ings they are com ing down, all  of them. [Again, he 
sings this for me, his voice deep ens.] They come up then 
they come back down.” While on the sur face com par ing 
the Rwandan voice to Amer i can blues seems con tra dic-
tory, I think Emmanuel used it because it was the only 
“Western” equiv a lent that he could find—blues, in its 
emo tional inten sity, was the clos est thing to tra di tional 
Rwandan music.

Regardless of its ties to the blues, how ever, the 
Rwandan voice was con sid ered the ulti mate expres sion 
of a cer tain sense of Rwandan iden tity. Emmanuel’s 
com ments above echo com ments made to me dur ing 
my field work in the sum mer of 2018. Traditional sing-
ers—and other cul tural fig ures—described the voice 
of tra di tional Rwandan music as mim ick ing the phys-
i cal land scape of Rwanda itself: like the coun try’s hilly 
geog ra phy—Rwanda, after all , is often called the land 
of a thou sand hills—so too did the Rwandan voice trace 
these peaks and val leys, these “ups” and “downs,” in 
Emmanuel’s words. In recent decades, this style of voice 
has encompassed the coun try’s com plex musi cal past. 
On the one hand, it was used by Tutsi sing ers in exile 
dur ing the Liberation Strugle to encour age sup port for 
the RPF before, dur ing, and after it invaded the coun-
try in 1990 and sparked a civil war. On the other, it was 
used by Hutu pro pa gan dists, most noto ri ously by “tra-
di tional” singer Simon Bikindi, to incite vio lence dur-
ing the geno cide. It was under stood as embody ing hope 
and pos si bil ity, but also vio lence and loss.

Yet the rea son many abarokore found the Rwan-
dan voice prob lem atic was not because of this recent 
musi cal his tory. Rather, it was because of its asso ci a-
tions with “tra di tional” Rwandan reli gious prac tices, 
which abarokore con sider to be pagan. For exam ple, 
Fabrice told me he liked some tra di tional Rwandan 
songs, but not all  of them, because they “talk about the 
[old] gods of Rwandans, Ryangombe, Nyabingi.” Here 
he was refer ring to two impor tant imandwa, “spir its of 
pow er ful heroic fig ures,” who had large fol low ings in 
the coun try.34 In order for the imandwa to inter cede on 

one’s behalf, spirit pos ses sion rit u als (kubandwa) were 
prac ticed. When Samputu fused tra di tional Rwandan 
music with gos pel, he used musi cal styles asso ci ated 
with kubandwa, which drew ire from devout abarokore. 
This, despite the fact that the lyr ics to these songs praise 
God.35 This maligning of tra di tional music has a long 
his tory in the coun try. When Chris tian mis sion ar ies 
arrived in Rwanda, they banned it pre cisely because of 
these asso ci a tions, although they even tu ally per mit ted 
drums to lead Chris tian songs.36

Later in our con ver sa tion, Emmanuel spoke in par-
tic u lar of TRC as not only prop a gat ing a Western “soft 
rock” sound, but also as sound ing far too Congolese. He 
pointed out, “[At TRC] you feel like they do Congolese 
music. Di-di-di, praise. [When] they’re done with the 
praise, there’s not even a Rwandese tune. [He claps out 
a 5/8 rhythm]. God needs to see that too. The cul ture 
he gave us, he needs to see that praise and wor ship ping 
him. Why doing like Congolese? We are Rwandese.” 
Indeed, because TRC had arrived in Rwanda from the 
Congo, and since the vast major ity of its pas tors and 
lead ers were Congolese (for the most part Congo-
lese Tutsi, even), they failed to sound “Rwandan.” To 
Emmanuel, as much as the church aimed to min is ter 
to Rwandans, to pro vide Rwandans with new hope and 
new vision, it was still son i cally “for eign”—it did not 
(and could not) sound Rwandan.

Of course we must com pli cate these asser tions 
of vocal authen tic ity and place them firmly within the 
con text in which they arose.37 As Amanda Weidman has 
argued, “ideologies of voice”—ideas about how par tic-
u lar kinds of voices should sound—are cul tur ally con-
structed, hav ing their roots in spe cific social, polit i cal, 
and his tor i cal con texts.38 This idea of the “tra di tional” 
and “authen tic” Rwandan voice, one that arises nat u-
rally from the land of Rwanda itself, emerges in a post-
genocide con text wherein it is seen to be under threat, 
at risk of disappearing due to a host of fac tors: the loss 
of irre place able sing ers and cul tural fig ures dur ing the 
geno cide, the rise of new tech nol o gies that make the 
man u fac ture of voices in the stu dio easy to do, the per-
ceived dis in ter est of the coun try’s youth in “tra di tional” 
music, and the wide spread pop u lar ity of Pen te cos tal 
churches them selves.

In mostly using this soft rock style, the new churches 
have made it so that this appears to be the “nat u ral” 
voice of Pen te cos tal prac tice in the coun try. Yet what 
Emmanuel seemed to be say ing is that another kind of 
voice, a voice that incor po rates Rwandan rhythms and 
a “bluesy” vocal qual ity, would con vene a dif er ent kind 
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of Pen te cos tal pub lic, one that, indeed, would per haps 
be more son i cally appeal ing to not only Tutsi return-
ees, but Rwandans, both Hutu and Tutsi alike, who had 
been born and raised in the coun try, the so-called aba­
sope. And, indeed, going for ward, that this kind of voice 
would be bet ter posi tioned to help man i fest God’s prom-
ise for the coun try so that it might include all  (Chris tian) 
Rwandans.

Writing of Euro pean-style clas si cal sing ing or sŏngak 
in South Korea, Nicholas Harkness argues that the Pres-
by te rian Chris tian sing ers who dom i nate the genre aim 
to cul ti vate a “clean” voice, one that is contrasted neg a-
tively with the “sad,” “harsh,” and “unpleas ant” voice of 
tra di tional Korean music.39 This val o ri za tion of a “clean” 
voice, he tells us, is caught up in a par tic u lar Chris tian 
nar ra tive of prog ress: the voice should not sound sad, 
because South Korea has achieved God’s grace. Yet Hark-
ness also points out that to some non-Chris tians, the 
dom i nance of sŏngak has resulted in loss—that in some 
sense the past asso ci ated with tra di tional Korean music 
is no lon ger (vocally) acces si ble. We can see a sim i lar 
dynamic at work here. To some Rwandans like Emman-
uel, although the Pen te cos tal voice indexed hope, new 
trans na tional con nec tions, and new pos si bil i ties for 
Rwanda’s postgenocide future, it was ulti mately built on 
a voice that was constructed by some as “for eign,” a voice 
that sought to dis place what had come before.

Sound and the State
Despite the dif er ences that Pen te cos tals asserted 
between Chris tian and “sec u lar” sounds, there was one 
over arch ing sim i lar ity: the kinds of sound they were  able 
to make were ulti mately con trolled by the state. Since 
2014, the RPF has cracked down on “noise pol lu tion” in 
Kigali, targeting Pen te cos tal churches, night clubs, and 
bars, with ofend ers fac ing fines and impris on ment.40 In 
Feb ru ary 2018, the Rwanda Utilities Regulatory Author-
ity shut down a Chris tian radio sta tion, Amazing Grace 
FM, for air ing a ser mon that was widely condemned for 
its misog yny. During the ser mon, Pastor Nicholas Niy-
ibikora report edly claimed that women were “evil” and 
“against God’s plan.”41 For some, the Niyibikora case 
drew atten tion to exactly what the “new” churches were 
teach ing and con trib uted to the gov ern ment’s deci sion 
to crack down on the churches a lit tle over a week later. 
At the end of Feb ru ary 2018, more than seven hun dred 
churches in Kigali and one mosque were shut down 
for vio lat ing reg u la tions related to safety, hygiene, 
and noise; those who defied these orders were fined or 
arrested.42

While in other con texts gos pel music has the abil-
ity to elude state cen sor ship—or, at a more inti mate 
scale, speak about issues normally left unspo ken in 
church ser mons—in Rwanda this silenc ing extends 
to Chris tian sing ers who are crit i cal of RPF rule.43 The 
most rel e vant exam ple here is that of Kizito Mihigo, a 
pop u lar Cath o lic singer and peace and rec on cil i a tion 
activ ist who was sen tenced to ten years in prison in 2015 
for plot ting to kill President Paul Kagame and incit ing 
hatred against the gov ern ment. Yet many believed a 
song he had released prior to the twen ti eth com mem-
o ra tion of the geno cide, “Igisobanuro cy’urupfu” (“The 
Meaning of Death”), was the “real” rea son he was tar-
geted. In the song, Mihigo, a geno cide sur vi vor, sug-
gests that those whose lives “were bru tally taken but 
not qual i fied as geno cide” should be remem bered. 
This was interpreted as a call to remem ber Hutu killed 
by the RPF dur ing the geno cide and after ward, which 
con tra dicts the “offi cial” nar ra tive about the geno cide 
that only Tutsi were vic tims.44 Although Mihigo was 
later released through pres i den tial par don in 2018, he 
was rearrested in Feb ru ary 2020 near the bor der with 
Burundi, appar ently attempting to flee the coun try. Sev-
eral days later, he was found hanged in his police cell in 
Kigali. While the “offi cial” cause of his death was sui-
cide, some remain sus pi cious, believ ing he was killed by 
the gov ern ment.

There are steep con se quences, then, for using song 
to break “offi cial” silences. However, when we turn our 
atten tion to the mate ri al i ties of sound, another per-
spec tive emerges. For some Pen te cos tals, it was not nec-
es sar ily the dis cur sive con tent of songs that mattered 
but rather the mate ri al ity of sound itself—its inau di ble 
power. Here I return to Aimable, the Chris tian radio 
entre pre neur men tioned above. When I spoke to him in 
early 2012, he told me that to cel e brate Umucyo Radio’s 
sev enth anni ver sary, they had recently conducted some 
research into the radio’s efects. According to Aimable, 
this research had found that wher ever Umucyo Radio 
broad cast, there had been no kill ings in that area. In 
twenty cases of kill ings, he told me—and here he was 
speak ing of kill ings that took place within fam i lies, giv-
ing me the exam ples of men kill ing their wives or their 
sons—not one of them had taken place in Umucyo 
Radio’s broad cast ter ri tory.

While Aimable didn’t explain to me how exactly 
this research was conducted, what was most inter est-
ing about his com ments was that he didn’t nec es sar ily 
stress that these results had been caused by those who 
had lis tened to the radio; rather, the impli ca tion was 
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that the mere broad cast ing of these Chris tian air waves 
to these regions had trans for ma tive efects. It was not 
the words of cer tain ser mons or even the mate ri al ity of 
Pen te cos tal voices that would make Rwandans Chris-
tians (or bet ter Chris tians) but rather sound as phys i-
cal phe nom ena, as vibra tions that move through air and 
touch bod ies and hearts whether or not one was con-
scious of it or not.

Although the RPF’s new “noise pol lu tion” reg u la-
tions are aimed at pro duc ing an orderly, silent pub lic, 
one wherein its own mes sages are ampli fied, Pen te-
cos tal sounds attempt to dis rupt this sonic hier ar chy. 
Instead, Pen te cos tals imag ine a pub lic wherein sound, 
in its audi ble and inau di ble efects, trans forms Rwan-
dans into exem plary Chris tians, mak ing the coun try, 
despite its diffi  cult past, an exam ple for the world.

Conclusion
Paying closer atten tion to sound and voice helps us to 
bet ter trace the embod ied and mate rial ways in which 
Rwandan Chris tians wres tle with their faith after the 
geno cide. What did it mean to be Chris tian after not 
only such dev as tat ing loss but also the com plic ity of 
church lead ers and every day Chris tians? That the new 
abarokore churches seemed to bring some thing new—
in par tic u lar, a new sound econ omy that insists on the 
trans for ma tive power of music, noise, and radio air-
waves—ofered new pos si bil i ties for com ing closer to 
God in a con text wherein some felt that the vio lence of 
the past had inserted a pro found dis tance.

In cas ti gat ing gos pel art ists who started perform-
ing “worldly” music, we can see abarokore strug ling 
with the ambi gu ity of sound’s trans for ma tive power—
it could bring indi vid u als closer to God, fur ther along 
on their jour ney toward heaven, or it could lead them 
astray. It is this ambi gu ity too which seems to be why 
the RPF has increas ingly cracked down on what it has 
deemed “noise,” par tic u larly in the coun try’s cap i tal. In 
the Rwanda case, these con cerns are well founded. Dur-
ing the geno cide pop u lar sing ers and radio announc ers 
were heavily involved in dis sem i nat ing extremist Hutu 
pro pa ganda and con trib ut ing to a sonic “atmo sphere” 
wherein it was per mis si ble, even according to God’s 
will, to kill Tutsi.45 If we take seri ously Aimable’s logic, it 
was not nec es sar ily just the words broad cast on Rwan-
da’s “hate media” radio sta tions before and dur ing the 
geno cide that had such tragic efects: the soundwaves, 
ori ented not toward God but the devil, might have 
equally worked on Rwandans and closed their hearts, 
priming them to par tic i pate in the kill ings. In con trast, 

the abarokore churches attempt to ofer a dif er ent kind 
of atmo sphere, to recu per ate sounds by orienting them 
toward God, in the hopes that this atmo sphere will 
enve lope not only the coun try and the region, but the 
world. Even if, in rely ing on sound, this pro ject is itself 
inher ently unsta ble. And, in insisting on a cer tain style 
of Pen te cos tal voice, this pro ject silences another kind 
of voice, one that, to some, has the abil ity to con vene 
a much larger and more inclu sive pub lic, a voice that 
is  able to embody, in its very mate ri al ity, the “ups” and 
“downs” of the coun try’s com plex past.

Andrea Mariko Grant is a fel low of Churchill College, 
University of Cambridge.
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