
In Barbara Kingsolver’s haunting novel, The Poisonwood Bible, Nathan Price, a Baptist 

minister from Georgia, uproots his family on an ill-advised mission to the Belgian Congo in 

1959.  Reverend Price is convinced that God has called him to convert Africa.  Price’s ferocious 

and arrogant self-righteousness, however, dooms his mission from the start.  He is obsessed with 

river baptism despite the native’s reluctance to rush toward salvation in the next life by bathing 

in crocodile infested waters in this one.  The people listen politely on Sunday mornings as he 

rails against sin and denounces their pagan ways, but they carry on their faith in their village’s 

“personal gods.”  His rigid, unyielding preaching and blindness to the realities of Congolese 

culture, doom his mission to failure.   The desire to proclaim the “Good News” brings only 

misery and destruction.  

  

Nathan’s long-suffering wife Orleanna and their four daughters clearly discern that the 

Congolese are not savages in need saving.  In the harsh conditions of their existence, the people 

of Kilanga possess a tangible sense of God’s grace in their lives.  The Price women see it in the 

village’s warm welcome at their arrival.  The local people understand immediately how 

unprepared and ill-equipped the Prices are for living in the Congo.  Throughout the family’s stay 

in Kilanga, the villagers reach out to them, teaching them and readily giving to them from their 

dire poverty, enabling the floundering Americans to survive the unrelenting heat, the harsh rains, 

the constant want, the dangerous political situation. 

  

For Orleanna and her four daughters, the black-and-white certainty of their religion is deeply 

shaken by their experience in Africa.  In the end, it’s not the locals but this American missionary 

family that is transformed by the African experience.  In the course of the family’s tragic 

undoing and remarkable reconstruction, the “pagan” African villagers they have come to “save” 

reveal to them the understanding, generosity and care of the God of all. 

  

Jesus’ simple illustration of the two sons takes the Gospel out of the realm of the 

“theoretical” and places the mercy of God right in the middle of our busy, complicated 

everyday lives.  It is too easy to claim the title “Christian”.  Only when we act as Christians 

in prayer, service, and building the faith of the community does our relationship with Jesus 

become clear.  Our faith remains lifeless until our actions express that identity in the values 

and beliefs we uphold; when we move from loving in general to specific acts of love toward 

others in our families and community.  The words of the Gospel must be lived; Jesus’ 

teachings on justice, reconciliation and love must be the light that guides us, the path we 

walk, the prayer we work to make a reality.  Discipleship begins within our hearts, where 

we realize Christ’s presence in our lives and in the lives of others and then honoring that 

presence in real and meaningful acts of compassion and charity.    Fr. D. Rogerson 

 


