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1. INTRODUCTION

This report presents findings from the quantitative study Jehovah’s Witnesses During and
After the Genocide Against the Tutsi in Rwanda: Psychosocial Factors Related to Faith,
Forgiveness, and Family (JW-RWA). The cross-sectional study is based on data collected in the
spring of 2023 from a nationwide online survey, with a sample of 13,590 Jehovah’s Witnesses

across all 30 districts in Rwanda.

Need for the Study
The JW-RWA study was needed in order to
e conduct research in line with the official call to religious communities in Rwanda
to document their Genocide-era histories (National Dialogue Council, 2015),
e document in a scientific study the historical experience and contemporary
characteristics of the Jehovah’s Witness community, and
e fill a gap in academic literature about Jehovah’s Witnesses and contribute to

scholarship about post-conflict societies.

Research Aim and Objectives
The aim of this quantitative, cross-sectional study was to examine aspects of the religious
community of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Rwanda. With the historical context of the Genocide against
the Tutsi, the nationwide online survey, administered in the spring of 2023, investigated variables
related to demographic, religious, psychosocial, and experiential characteristics of Jehovah’s

Witnesses across generations. The large data set allowed statistical comparisons of independent
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variables such as gender, age, generational cohort, and Genocide situations.! Religious, prosocial,
Genocide-related, and psychosocial factors are incorporated in the following four main research
objectives:

Objective 1. Identify demographic and religious characteristics of Jehovah’s Witnesses in
Rwanda: growth of Jehovah’s Witnesses before and after the Genocide against the Tutsi; their
religious beliefs, motivations, orientation, and identity; and experiences during the government
ban on the religion prior to the Genocide.

Objective 2. Examine forgiveness and prosocial characteristics of the faith community:
three types of forgiveness (of others, of self, and by God), other prosocial attributes (compassionate
love, community support, and helping behaviors), and perceived changes in social relationships.

Objective 3. Investigate gender, generational, and other group differences in Genocide
situations and trauma events experienced by those who were Jehovah’s Witnesses at the time of
the Genocide and those who adopted the faith after the Genocide with respect to the following:
duration of danger during the Genocide, changes in household composition before and after the
Genocide, Genocide role-situations, trauma events, and helping behaviors during the Genocide
against the Tutsi.

Objective 4. Investigate factors related to subjective social and psychological wellbeing of
those in the faith community, including family satisfaction, attitudes and intergenerational
communication about Genocide and traumatic events, posttraumatic stress symptoms,
posttraumatic growth, centrality of Genocide, and temporal orientation, hope, and scriptures to

cope.

! This study uses the full name “Genocide against the Tutsi,” but for brevity and variation, it will sometimes refer to
“the 1994 Genocide.” At times, “Genocide” (with a capital “G”) is used to refer to the Genocide against the Tutsi, as
compared with the general term “genocide” (with a lowercase “g”).
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Following the Introduction and Methodology in Sections 1 and 2, the research results for
the four main objectives are reported in separate sections: Section 3, Faith; Section 4, Forgiveness
and Prosocial Behavior; Section 5, Genocide and Trauma; and Section 6, Subjective Social and
Psychological Wellbeing. Each section includes a review of relevant empirical and theoretical

literature, a description of variables and measures under investigation, and the key findings.

Theoretical Framework and Key Themes

The research builds on the ecological systems model of the interactive influences of
microsystems (e.g., family and religious groups) with macrosystems (e.g., time, history, and
culture) on individual development and behavior (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Cairns & Cairns, 1995;
Walsh, 2016). This theoretical framework provides the rationale that connects the four main
research objectives. The investigation of interrelated systems draws attention to the broad topics
of faith, forgiveness, and family, and their respective roles in the building, maintenance, and repair
of social bonds. Faith reflects the common religious affiliation of the study participants, but also
its role in the development of personal and group identity and the lens through which individuals’
experiences have been lived, perceived, and processed (Greenfield & Marks, 2007). Forgiveness
has deep connections to religious values but is also seen as integral to the advancement of healing
and reconciliation (Pargament & Rye, 1998). Family, as a primary site of social connection, plays
a crucial role in the transmission of Genocide narratives and memories to future generations
(Bonumwezi et al., 2024).

Faith, as used in this study, is a shared, communal pattern of religious beliefs about
meaning, purpose, character, virtue, and morality that affects identity, behavior, and relationships
(VanderWeele, 2017). It is a collective experience within communities of faith through which

social and emotional support is given to fellow congregants (Krause & Hayward, 2013). Thus,
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throughout the study, but particularly in Section 3, the attitudes, beliefs, and practices in the
context of faith and the faith community are described. Such background is crucial to
understanding the findings in Sections 3 and 5 related to the religiously based position of
nonviolence and political neutrality of Jehovah’s Witnesses before and during the Genocide
against the Tutsi.

Forgiveness is featured in this study because (a) it is essential to individual and collective
healing in post-genocide societies (Staub et al., 2005) and (b) it is a prosocial motivational
phenomenon (McCullough et al., 1997) that promotes other prosocial cognitions, feelings, and
behaviors (Karremans et al., 2005), such as love, compassion, and empathy (Worthington & Wade,
1999). Section 4 of this report examines three types of forgiveness: dispositional (trait)
forgiveness—the tendency to forgive transgressions that is stable “over time and across situations”
(Berry et al., 2005, p.183); self-forgiveness—*“a moral repair strategy” that involves a
“reorientation toward positive values” and “restoration of personal esteem” (Griffin et al., 2018,
p. 716); and divine forgiveness—the “perceived absolution for a transgression or sin from a
Supreme Being” (Fincham, 2022, p. 455). In the post-Genocide context, these types of forgiveness
and their related prosocial factors are important to understanding individual and collective
recovery.

Family is an integral part of human development, faith communities, and post-Genocide
national recovery. The study of families requires both objective and subjective definitions (Amato,
2014). Objective definitions focus on family structure, often operationalized in demographic terms
of configurations of household units composed of persons who are often, but not always, related
by birth, marriage, or adoption (National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, 2023; Sharma, 2013).

The terms “household” and “family” are sometimes used interchangeably; however, unlike
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“household,” what constitutes a “family” involves emotional and functional characteristics that are
individually and culturally defined (Noone, 2015; Olson et al., 1983). Family research on dyadic
relationships (e.g., husband-wife, mother-child) can be clearly defined; however, when “family”
as a composite is the unit of analysis, researchers must allow for fragmented and overlapping
networks (e.g., stepfamilies, blended families, kinship families, foster families, multigenerational
families, extended families, informal and formal families), which are individually conceived
(Amato, 2014). As in the case of this study, survey research cannot explore the intricacies of family
dynamics, but it can contribute to the academic literature by including measures of both objectively
defined “household” and subjectively defined “family.” Section 5 examines household types and
sizes 1 month before and 1 month after the Genocide, along with the role of children during the
Genocide, as recalled by children and by parents. Section 6 examines intergenerational
communication and family satisfaction based on demographic, religious, and Genocide-related

factors.

Religions in Rwanda in the Context of the Genocide

Genocide represents a rupture of the most fundamental ties of family, religion, community,
and moral responsibility. The consequences of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi thus affect
individuals and their families in Rwanda, whether because of personal experiences or the
experiences of loved ones. In the aftermath of genocide, faith communities can contribute to the
process of national recovery by providing a belief system and social network that encourage
forgiveness and related prosocial attitudes and promote emotional and relational healing. Such
foundational principles also promote respect and communication within families, which serve as
stabilizing influences for both older and younger generations that carry the deep scars of mass

violence. Analyzing how and the extent to which Jehovah’s Witnesses in Rwanda have processed
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their personal and family Genocide experiences individually and in discourse within familial and
religious circles provides insight into prospects for healing wounds, cultivating forgiveness,

strengthening resilience, and promoting lasting reconciliation.

Historical Overview

A brief overview of the general religious landscape helps to contextualize the historical
development and organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Rwanda. Prominent across Rwanda’s
landscape are its large cathedrals and church compounds that attest to the description of Rwanda
as “the most Christianized country in Africa” (Katongole & Wilson-Hartgrove, 2009, p. 19). At
the start of 1994, the religious composition of Rwanda was approximately 90% Christian, with
62% Catholic, 18% Protestant, 8% Seventh-day Adventist, and 1% Muslim (Bazuin, 2013;
Haworth, 2018).

In this religious environment, Rwandans of all faiths have long been familiar with Jesus’
teachings to “love your neighbor as yourself” and “do unto others as you would have them do unto
you.” However, religious affiliation did not in itself prevent widespread participation in mass
murder. Reportedly, more Genocide victims were murdered on church grounds, normally places
of sanctuary, than any other location (African Rights, 1995; Longman, 2010). As Benda (2012)
expressed it, Rwandan churchgoers faced a choice between retaining their religious “allegiance
and identity” or surrendering it “to an authority other than God” (pp. 159—160). Put another way,
whether religion makes the world more peaceful and loving depends much “on what Churches
actually teach and on what Christians really do” (Roth, 2004, p. 210).

From the standpoint of scholarly research, ‘what Churches taught’ and ‘what Christians
did’ has yet to be thoroughly explored. Despite the long history of the involvement of major

religions in nation-state struggles, social scientists generally focus on political, geographic, ethnic,
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and economic factors more than scrutinizing the role of religion in wars and genocides (Appleby,
2000; Longman, 2010; Simonsson, 2019). As political scientist Jonathan Fox (2018) explained,
academic discourse about religious interpretations is generally left for theologians to debate;
however, an important question is “whether these interpretations are used in the political arena and
are successful at influencing political behavior” (p. 61). Aside from matters of religious
interpretation, sociologists and psychologists inquire “under what specific circumstances are
people likely to engage in various forms of violence, and how might religion contribute to those
circumstances” (Powers, 2021, p. 4), a highly relevant question in the Rwandan context (Karegeye,
2015; Simonsson, 2019).

With the human potential for both extreme evil and altruistic goodness, researchers seek to
understand what moves people to align with prosocial values or to take a socially destructive path
(cf. Bangwanubusa, 2009; Staub, 2003, 2015; Waller, 2007). Historically, ideologues of mass
violence have often co-opted or manipulated religious symbols and language as a means to marshal
popular support for political and social causes (Juergensmeyer, 2017; Simonsson, 2019, 2021).
Appleby (2000) noted that “the ambivalence of the sacred,” such as ambiguity about the express
will of God, has enabled the use of religious concepts to legitimize or sanction violence (cf. Girard,
1972/1977; Juergensmeyer, 2017; Karegeye, 2015; Simonsson, 2019, 2021).

The role of church leadership in fostering ethnic division and tension in Rwanda has been
the subject of scholarly study and reflection, both during the colonial and postcolonial periods (e.g.,
African Rights, 1995; Burnet, 2015; Carney, 2013; Court, 2016, 2019; Denis, 2022; Des Forges,
1999; Doughty & Ntambara, 2005; Gatwa, 2005; Karegeye, 2011, 2015; Katongole & Wilson-
Hartgrove, 2009; Longman, 2010; Rittner et al., 2004). The churches’ symbiotic relationship with

State was visible, for instance, in the power structures of the Mouvement Révolutionnaire National
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pour le Développement (MRND), the sole political party under President Juvénal Habyarimana.
Roman Catholic Bishop Vincent Nsengiyumva sat on the MRND’s Central Committee, and
Michel Twagirayesu, who would later preside over the Presbyterian Church of Rwanda, served on
the Kibuye Prefecture party committee (Gatwa, 2005).

Religious symbolism infused State-sponsored propaganda, an integral part of a “long-term
strategy of dehumanization of the Tutsi population” (Moore, 2020, p. 4). Studies have noted the
use of religious language in the increasingly virulent rhetoric in speeches and radio broadcasts, as
themes of repression and expulsion escalated to the ultimate goal of extermination
(Simonsson, 2019; Temoney, 2016). In 1994, broadcasts on Radio-Té¢lévision Libre des Mille
Collines (RTLM) summoned killers and informed them where to perform their “work.” The radio
station was especially popular with the Interahamwe, civilian militias that perpetrated mass murder
together with the army (L1, 2004).

Because of the institutional churches’ intimate relationship with State power, the
instrumentalization of religion in political speech brought no rebukes or protests from religious
authorities. While Carney (2014) cautions against placing wholesale blame on the Catholic Church
for the 1994 Genocide, he acknowledges “the general failure of church leaders to maintain distance
from state leaders” (Carney 2014, p. 203). Theologian Christine Schliesser (2018) isolated several
factors that influenced the positions various religious communities took toward the 1994 Genocide,
including their view of ethnic policies, their relationship with the State, and their relative emphasis
on obedience to civil authority versus religiously derived prosocial teachings. Mamdani (2001)
goes further, asserting that there would have been no genocide without “the two prime movers,”—
army and Church. Thus, he concludes that “the church was a direct participant in the genocide”

(pp. 223, 226).
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Notions of morally inferior “alien” races—especially if framed in religious language—
have been potent tools in rationalizing slavery, colonization, and genocide (cf. Eltringham, 2006;
Gatwa, 2005; Karegeye, 2011; Mamdani, 2001; Simonsson, 2019). One example in Rwanda is the
promotion of the pseudo-scientific Hamitic hypothesis, which civil and religious authorities
cooperated in drawing on in codifying ethnic discrimination in official practice (de Lespinay, 2001;
Eltringham, 2006; Gatwa, 2005; Jessee, 2017; Mamdani, 2001; Taylor, 2001).? Regarding
obedience to civil authority in Rwanda, the close collaboration of mainstream churches and
government officials continued into the postcolonial era. Before the Genocide, wrote Anglican
priest Roger Bowen (2004), churches in Rwanda encouraged unquestioning submission to State
authorities—they “failed to teach Christians that situations can be so dire that ‘we must obey God
rather than man’ (Acts 5:29)” (p. 44; cf. African Rights, 1995; Denis, 2022; Des Forges, 1999;
Longman, 2001; Simonsson, 2021; Taylor, 2001).

Beyond religious institutions, exploring religious responses to the Genocide also involves
the religious motivations of individual adherents. Sociologists categorize religious orientations as
“intrinsic” and/or “extrinsic.” Intrinsic religious orientation tends to view faith as a core value and
motivator to make life decisions in accord with one’s belief system. By contrast, an extrinsic
religious orientation tends toward the view that religion is mainly a means to gain personal, social,
or economic benefits (cf. Bazuin, 2013; Gorsuch, 1994). During the Genocide, decisions and
actions departed drastically from prosocial religious values, as Ndahiro (2004) noted: “It is an
unfortunate fact that most of those involved in organising the whole process leading to the
genocide were people who were baptised Christians” (p. 229). As for participation among the

general population, Locke (2004) further comments: “If one asks . .. what might the Churches

21n 1977, Jehovah’s Witnesses published an article on the fallacy of the Hamitic hypothesis in their periodical Awake!
(1977).
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have done in Rwanda to stem the slaughter, the question requires a recognition that Christianity,
at best, appears to have been a thin veneer of religiosity over basic and deep-seated cultural,
economic, and political realities” (p. 262).

To better understand the influence of religious beliefs during the Genocide, journalists and
scholars have given attention to the position of Muslims as a minority non-Christian group (e.g.,
Benda, 2012). Noting that no mosques were used as killing sites, some journalists have suggested
this as a factor in a possible post-Genocide influx of Rwandans converting to Islam as an
alternative to Christian churches (e.g., Lacey, 2004). However, based on census and poll data,
researchers found only a small percentage of two-way religious switching between Muslims and
Christians with no net gain (Bazuin, 2013; Longman, 2018; Pew Research Center, 2010).

Selfless acts of individual Muslims have been well documented, as well as collaboration
within Muslim settlements to protect those targeted (e.g., Burnet, 2023; Doughty & Ntatambara,
2005). Extant research indicates no group consensus within the religious community before or
during the Genocide. While some Muslims actively encouraged others not to be involved in
political ideologies that contradicted the Qur’an, others spread extremist propaganda and
organized genocide in support of the ruling party (Africa Rights, 1995; Bazuin, 2013; Burnet, 2023;
Doughty & Ntatambara, 2005; Longman, 2010, 2018). Evidence of a community-wide stand by

the religious group against the Genocide is so far lacking.

Individual Acts of Rescue During the Genocide

As an indicator of the diversity of situations and complexity of roles during the Genocide,
a growing number of qualitative studies and oral histories report numerous cases of individuals
from different religions who courageously defied orders from government-backed génocidaires,

risking their own lives to help those targeted to be killed (e.g., Benda, 2012; Burnet, 2012; Conway,
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2011; Court, 2019; Denis, 2022; Fox et al., 2021; Nyseth Brehm et al., 2021). Accounts of altruistic
behaviors often describe individuals who are motivated by empathy and moral principles, but not
typically in the context of being part of a collective group who share beliefs that move them to act
in a similar principled manner. Just as the wrongdoings of a few cannot be blamed on religious
organizations as a whole, neither can religious organizations take credit for individual members
who were the exception in taking a moral stand. Nevertheless, empirical research optimistically
and convincingly shows that religious identity can embrace a moral identity with the compassion,
motivation, and clarity to practice impartial, nonviolent, altruistic behaviors (Oliner & Oliner,

1988; Staub, 2003).

Religious Organizations in Post-Genocide Rwanda

Understandably, following the Genocide, some Rwandans withdrew from former church
affiliations in favor of institutions without colonial or genocidal histories (Bazuin, 2013; Kubai,
2007; Longman, 2018). The early years after the Genocide saw an “explosion” of newly
established churches (e.g., Evangelicals and Pentecostals) that were not present in Rwanda prior
to the Genocide, having been introduced by returnees from neighboring countries (Kubai, 2007;
van ’t Spijker, 2006). The changing religious landscape was evident by the percentages of those
who reportedly switched religions from the faith of their parents. By around 2010, the percent of
Catholics declined 12% (the difference between 54% current Catholics and 66% raised Catholic),
while the percent of Protestants increased 12% (the difference between 38% current Protestants
and 26% raised Protestant) (Bazuin, 2013; Pew Research Center, 2010). The 2022 census revealed
a similar shift in religious affiliation post-Genocide, notably a decrease in Catholics and an
increase in Pentecostals: 39.9% Catholic, 21.3% Pentecostal, 14.6% Protestant, 12.2% Seventh-

day Adventist, 2.0% Muslim (National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, 2023).
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Religious organizations in Rwanda have found it necessary to rebuild social ties since the
1994 Genocide against the Tutsi (Banyanga & Bjorkqvist, 2017; Miller et al., 2020). In the
aftermath of the Genocide when religious institutions faced condemnation, majority Christian
churches sought to regain status as moral agents by sponsoring programs with New Testament
themes such as confession, forgiveness, and reconciliation (Kubai, 2016; Schliesser, 2018), thus

diverting attention away from claims of complicity in the Genocide (Court, 2019).

Jehovah’s Witnesses
One Christian religion in Rwanda—Jehovah’s Witnesses—is largely missing in the
academic literature on the position of religions during the Genocide against the Tutsi (Chu, 2015;
cf. Stark & Iannaccone, 1997).3 Except for survivor testimony and anecdotal observations within
the Witness community (e.g., Seminega, 2019), scholarly documentation of their situation before,
during, and after the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi is almost nonexistent (Chu, 2019; Chu &

Seminega, 2022).

Jehovah’s Witnesses’ Resistance During the Holocaust

Jehovah’s Witnesses’ ethic of nonviolence and position of political neutrality are based on
their beliefs, such as the sanctity of life, the impartiality of God toward racial and ethnic groups,
and their obligation to obey the law unless it requires disobedience to God. Their beliefs were
severely tested during the 12 years of Nazi rule, during which racial politics began with

discrimination and culminated in genocide.

3 For a general overview of the beliefs and practices of Jehovah’s Witnesses, see Chu & Peltonen (2024). Researchers
often do not identify Jehovah’s Witnesses in their samples for practical reasons: (1) Jehovah’s Witnesses are a
relatively small Christian group (i.e., less than 1% of the Rwandan population). (2) Their distinct beliefs cannot be
categorized as either Catholic or Protestant, so they are often added to the “other” category.
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Examination of the conduct of Jehovah’s Witnesses during the Genocide against the Tutsi,
as supported by the present study, warrants a comparison with the Witnesses’ behavior during the
genocidal Nazi regime. The history of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ nonviolent resistance to the Nazi
regime is a topic for in-depth studies (e.g., Garbe, 1993/2008; Hesse, 2001; King, 1982), though
several decades elapsed after World War II before scholars delved into their experience. In part,
the eventual increase in academic attention to the Jehovah’s Witnesses during the Nazi period was
prompted and supported by efforts of Witnesses to “document their own history” (Berenbaum,
2001, p. 11).

In Holocaust-era accounts, Jehovah’s Witnesses are “usually singled out for special
mention in the categories of non-Jewish or ‘other’ victims” (Roth, 2001, p. 235) for their politically
neutral and nonviolent stance, which resulted in persecution, imprisonment, and death. In his study
of the Holocaust, philosophy professor John Roth (2001) wrote:

The reason why the moral example set by the Jehovah’s Witnesses ought to be highlighted

is not merely because it is worthy of celebration but also because it presents a crucial

challenge. Although that challenge may make us uncomfortable, it can be encouraging in
vital ways. To be specific, as a Holocaust scholar who is not a Jehovah’s Witness, I have
come to understand that the moral example of the Jehovah’s Witnesses contains elements
that are essential to check the arrogance that led to the Holocaust. Consider the following
proposition: If more people practiced versions of what the Jehovah’s Witnesses preach and
practice, the Holocaust could have been prevented and genocide would scourge the world

no more. (p. 236)
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Some 60 years before the Genocide against the Tutsi, in 1933, Jehovah’s Witnesses in Nazi
Germany refused to participate in political or military acts even at the risk of incarceration and

death. One religious scientist identified the beliefs that motivated the small religious group:

Because Jehovah’s Witnesses advocate only one government, that of God’s Kingdom,
some have viewed them as subversive. But nothing could be further from the truth. In
imitation of Jesus’ apostles, “they are no part of the world” (John 17:16). They are
politically neutral. Because of their loyalty to God, they obey the laws of their respective
human governments. Indeed, they are exemplary in their “subjection to the superior
authorities” (Romans 13:1). . . . There is, however, a line that cannot be crossed under any
circumstances. It is the line between the duty of Jehovah’s Witnesses to man and their duty
to God. They seek to render to Caesar what belongs to Caesar but to God what belongs to

God (Matthew 22:21). (Yonan, 1999, p. 319)

Although the political and social contexts of genocide in Rwanda and Nazi-occupied
Europe were vastly different, the use of religion to justify genocide was similar (Bergen, 1996;
Ericksen & Heschel, 1999; Simonsson, 2019). As the current study confirms, Jehovah’s Witnesses
in both cases espoused the same nonviolent ethic, which involved extreme risks to their freedom
and their lives. (See Section 3 for findings on the core beliefs and degree of agreement of Jehovah’s
Witnesses. Sections 3 and 5 report on the position of those in the Witness community during the
period of government ban.) The historical record and research-based evidence confirm that
Witnesses collectively and individually, with rare exception, maintained teachings and practices
of nonviolence, political neutrality, and racial and ethnic equality even during pressure of mass

violence.
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Two reputable sources give indications of the Witnesses’ position during the 1994
Genocide. The head of the independent Ethnic Conflict Research Project, Christian Scherrer
(2002), suggested that the Witnesses were unique among religious groups: “All the churches active
in Rwanda, with the exception of the Jehovah’s Witnesses (of whom only a few survived), were
involved at least ‘passively’ in the genocide” (p. 113).

Similarly, the human rights organization, African Rights, documented in exhaustive detail
the collusion, cooperation, and capitulation of religious groups in 1994 but reported no such
incidences involving Jehovah’s Witnesses (African Rights, 1995; see Reformierte Nachrichten,
1998, December 8). However, until now the actual circumstances of Jehovah’s Witnesses in

Rwanda have not been investigated by any systematic empirical study.*

Organizational Background of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Rwanda

Jehovah’s Witnesses are neither a colonially established religion nor a newly established
post-Genocide religion in Rwanda. The following historical information is based on the 2012
Yearbook of Jehovah’s Witnesses (Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society of Pennsylvania, 2012).

Jehovah’s Witnesses in Rwanda date back to more than 2 decades before the Genocide.
The first evangelizers were a Swahili-speaking couple who came from Tanzania to Kigali in
1970—Oden and Enea Mwaisoba. Then in 1975, a native Rwandan and Kinyarwanda speaker,
Gaspard Rwakabubu, with his wife Melanie and their four children, left the Congo for Kigali. It
was Rwakabubu who translated the first Kinyarwanda publication of Jehovah’s Witnesses, the 32-
page booklet This Good News of the Kingdom that covered topics about God; Christ Jesus; sin,

death, and the Devil; the Kingdom of God; life on earth; and the meaning of Christian dedication.

4To our knowledge, only two studies related to the Genocide against the Tutsi include Jehovah’s Witnesses, three
people in total, all of whom were post-Genocide converts (Bazuin, 2013; Brown, 2018).
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In 1976, one of the first Kinyarwanda speakers baptized in Rwanda as one of Jehovah’s Witnesses
was Justin Rwagatore, who lived in Save.’

During the early 1970s, the Catholic, Protestant, and Seventh-day Adventist clergy took
little note of the small group; however, during the early 1980s, as the number of those who were
resigning from their church increased, the government labeled the small group a danger to the
country. Referring to Jehovah’s Witnesses, the president of the country declared on national radio
that he would not tolerate those who denigrated the “Rwandan faith.” Interestingly, the arrests of
Jehovah’s Witnesses coincided with the appointment of the archbishop of the Catholic Church in
Rwanda as chairman of the central committee of the ruling political party.°®

Government suppression during the 1980s ultimately resulted in about one third of
Witnesses—140 out of 435, both men and women—being imprisoned for their religious activities,
such as preaching and holding meetings in small groups. For example, a schoolteacher was
imprisoned for refusal to make contributions to the army and eventually lost her job and house.
During the political instability of the early 1990s, the position of nonviolence and political
neutrality of Jehovah’s Witnesses drew attention for their refusal to participate in patriotic
ceremonies or perform military service. Political neutrality also led to Witnesses’ nonconformity
with discriminatory social norms that developed in line with the ethnopolitics of the day (Seminega,
2019). As a result, Jehovah’s Witnesses in Rwanda suffered economic loss, separation from

families, incarceration, and at times physical violence for holding to the same religious principles

> The first Kinyarwanda publication This Good News of the Kingdom is accessible at
https://wol.jw.org/rw/wol/d/r127/lp-yw/1101965001. For more details about the early history of Jehovah’s Witnesses
in Rwanda reported in the 2012 Yearbook of Jehovah’s Witnesses, go to https://wol.jw.org/en/wol/d/r1/lp-
€/302012004 in English.

¢ With the support of the Rwandan President, Vincent Nsengiyumva was appointed Archbishop of Kigali from 1976
until his death in June 1994 (Simonsson, 2019). Nsengiyumva was chairman of the central committee of the ruling
party between 1975 and 1990 (The Age, 2004). He was known to wear the Rwandan President’s portrait pin during
Mass (Des Forges, 1999).
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that underpinned Witnesses’ later decision to refuse participation in atrocities committed during
the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi.” (For more information about Jehovah’s Witnesses during
the period of government ban between 1982 and 1992, see Sections 3 and 5 of this report.)

The situation improved for the Witnesses in April 1992. With the support of a new and
sympathetic Ministry of Justice, the government granted the organization legal recognition in
Rwanda, allowing them to freely meet for worship and publicly share their message. By early 1994,
there were some 2,500 Witnesses in 45 congregations in Rwanda. Just weeks prior to the outbreak
of the Genocide, the Witnesses were planning for regional assemblies and a facility for an enlarged
Kinyarwanda translation team (Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society of Pennsylvania, 2012).
Although not targeted in the Genocide as a religious group, an estimated 400 Witnesses and their
associates (family and Bible students) were killed.® Many died because of their presumed ethnicity
and others for their nonviolent stance and altruistic actions (Chu, 2019). (Section 5 provides
statistics on the Genocide situations of those targeted to be killed—a term in this report applied to

Tutsi—who were Jehovah’s Witnesses by 1994 and who converted after 1994.)

Jehovah’s Witnesses’ Organization and Activity in Contemporary Rwanda

The early post-Genocide growth of the Witness community came primarily from first-
generation believers who were born to parents affiliated with other religions, but in more recent
years, growth included generations who have grown up in Jehovah’s Witness households. This

combination of external and internal growth over time means that congregations consist of people

7 Jehovah’s Witnesses in Rwanda have attracted national and international attention for their consistent political
neutrality and resultant refusal to participate in political or military activities (e.g., Bureau of Democracy, Human
Rights, and Labor, 2009, 2011, 2017; Ntirenganya, 2020; Office of International Religious Freedom, 2020; War
Resisters’ International, 2008). For a historical discussion of the Witnesses’ doctrine of “political neutrality” and its
roots in early Christian practice, see Chu (2004).

8 Jehovah’s Witnesses do not keep record of congregants’ age, gender, race, or ethnicity. The number of Witnesses
who died during the Genocide would have included those targeted for their Tutsi ethnicity and Hutu Witnesses who
provided help to those targeted and refused to participate in the Genocide.
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from diverse religious backgrounds and those with both personal and secondhand knowledge of
experiences during the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi. Before making the decision to be baptized
as Jehovah’s Witnesses, individuals participate in an extensive Bible study program that covers
religious doctrines and moral principles.” The number of Witnesses increased approximately 100%
from 1994 to 1996 and 1,600% from 1994 to 2023, making it one of the fastest growing religions
in Rwanda.!® (See Section 3 for study findings on the attraction to the religion of Jehovah’s
Witnesses and the community’s growth over time.) During the COVID-19 pandemic, between
2020 and 2023, congregation meetings were held remotely in rural and urban areas throughout the
country. In 2022, some 590 congregations of Jehovah’s Witnesses counted over 33,000 active
Witnesses, and nearly 106,000 persons attended their annual Memorial commemoration of Jesus’
death (Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society of Pennsylvania, 2023).!'! (See Section2 on
Methodology for a comparison of the sample population and Rwanda general population and
Section 3 for research findings on the growth of the religious community over time.)

Rwanda is one of 240 lands in which Witnesses carry out their public ministry. Compared
with the early years when only one Witness brochure was available in Kinyarwanda, today
Rwandans can search jw.org for hundreds of Kinyarwanda publications and audio-visual resources

on topics of importance to individual wellbeing, family life, and social cohesion. They offer free

° The Bible study material used at the time of the survey in Kinyarwanda is accessible at
https://www.jw.org/rw/isomero/ibitabo/ishimire-ubuzima-iteka-ryose-2/.

10 Calculations are based on the pre-Genocide 1994 figure of 2,500 minus an estimated 400 Witnesses (and associates)
who were killed during the Genocide; the 1996 service year report of 4,223 peak publishers; and the 2023 service year
report of 33,664 peak publishers. (Service years run from September 1 to August 31 of the following year.) To see
how Jehovah’s Witnesses report peak, average, and ratio of publishers by country, see
https://www.jw.org/en/jehovahs-witnesses/fag/how-many-jw/. “Publisher” is the term used for a Witness who actively
participates in the public ministry, that is, one who publicizes the gospel.

I «Active Witnesses” refers to persons who are involved in “witnessing” or telling others about their faith. The count
for the annual Memorial attendance includes children and associated individuals who are not active, baptized persons.
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biblical literature in printed or electronic form in Kinyarwanda, Rwandan Sign Language, Chiga,
Swahili, French, and English, along with over 1,000 other languages.'?

Meetings of Jehovah’s Witnesses, held in buildings called Kingdom Halls, are open to the
public without tithing or the taking of collections. Two meetings each week include instructional
sessions using textual and audio-video materials. Regular participation in these interactive,
classroom-style meetings, where study and discussion of important life questions take place, may
have contributed to the willingness of survey respondents to complete the long survey with
introspective questions. Study materials for weekly meetings are disseminated without cost
through the organization’s official website, jw.org. In Rwanda, local volunteers help congregants
to access and use digital files. Having an organized technical support infrastructure already in place
facilitated the deployment and implementation of the JW-RWA survey.

In addition to social interaction of congregants at weekly meetings, Jehovah’s Witnesses
are known for publicly sharing their faith. This regular, shared ministry fosters feelings of
familiarity and commonality among congregants by emphasizing group values in a context of
prosocial outreach.

Working with Rwanda Correctional Service, volunteer ministers have a well-established
Bible education program for those in prisons, providing Bible studies and religious meetings in all
13 prisons in Rwanda. According to the branch office of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Rwanda, the
Witnesses began organizing the prison ministry in 1995, shortly after the Genocide; and the
government officially granted permission in 2001. On average, 60 prisoners have been baptized as
Jehovah’s Witnesses each year from 2016 to 2024, totaling more than 500 prisoners in the 13

correctional facilities in Rwanda. The outreach program provides in-depth Bible education that

12 For an overview of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ beliefs in Kinyarwanda, see https://www.jw.org/rw/abahamya-yehova/
and in English, see https://www.jw.org/en/jehovahs-witnesses/.
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helps participants to develop prosocial attitudes and behaviors to help promote improved
relationships.

Each congregation is overseen by a body of elders (the number depending on qualifications,
need, and availability). Elders are unsalaried, their primary responsibilities involving biblical
instruction and pastoral care of congregants. They are not mental health professionals but are
trained to provide spiritual guidance and comfort. During fielding of the JW-RWA survey, elders
were instructed to be alert to any congregants exhibiting signs of emotional distress. Elders were
prepared to suggest seeking professional help, if needed. (See Appendix F, Congregation
Announcements to Recruit Survey Participants.)

In times of natural or man-made disaster, organization-wide arrangements are in place to
provide various forms of relief by crews of volunteers who are trained and organized by Disaster
Relief Committees working under the direction of the national office. For instance, during the
COVID-19 pandemic, the headquarters of Jehovah’s Witnesses called a global halt to in-person
religious meetings and ministry; and relief committees were formed to deliver sanitizing Kkits,
medications, and food to those in need. National offices coordinated arrangements for virtual
meetings so that congregants could maintain social ties and communicate their needs while
maintaining physical distancing (Chu, 2023; Organisation Religieuse des Témoins de Jéhovah for
the Rwanda Governance Board, 2023). During the JW-RWA fielding period, relief committees
were activated when severe flooding occurred in northwestern Rwanda. Survey question sets on

congregational support included giving and receiving disaster relief.

Inception of a Nationwide Quantitative Study
With an awareness of the passing of time and the aging of the generation of Genocide

survivors, developmental discussions began in 2019 on ways to document the collective and
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individual historical experiences of approximately 2,500 Jehovah’s Witnesses and their associates
in Rwanda in April 1994. No systematic study existed on the impact of the Genocide on the
Witness community. In fact, during more than 50 years of their presence in Rwanda, no scientific
data had been gathered on the history of their faith community in Rwanda. Likewise, the national
office of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Rwanda did not maintain a list of congregants and held no records
that could be used to locate individuals or identify the ethnicity of those who were associated with
the Witness community in Rwanda during the Genocide against the Tutsi 3 decades ago.

Thus, the effort to document the community’s experience necessitated the conducting of a
nationwide survey that could reach Witnesses in all parts of Rwanda. In addition to inquiring about
the experiences of those who were affiliated with Jehovah’s Witnesses during the 1994 Genocide,
the nationwide effort would also enable the collection of such data as demographic profile (gender,
age, geographical distribution, vocational and educational status), religious history (religious
identity, motivations for affiliation, communal support and helping), psychosocial factors (trauma
effects and post-trauma recovery; forgiveness, hope, and prosocial attributes), and familial
communication about the Genocide. In addition, data could be collected on those Jehovah’s
Witnesses who lived during the earlier period of governmental ban (1982—-1992). These data would
provide retrospective context to the behavior of Rwandan Jehovah’s Witnesses during the
Genocide.

In the course of devising a method to locate and survey this cohort, it became clear that a
nationwide data-collection effort was also an opportunity to learn about the 95% of the present
Jehovah’s Witness community who were not part of the Witness cohort in Rwanda in 1994. These
included a large number of post-Genocide, first-generation adult converts who at birth had parents

who were not Witnesses; second-generation Witnesses who were born after 1994 and whose
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parents were JWs at the time of their birth; and returnees who were outside Rwanda at the time of
the Genocide and returned after 1994. Expanding the sample to include these subgroups created
the possibility for cross-group comparisons. For instance, the large data set was used to study post-
Genocide relationships within a group of individuals with differing Genocide situations, along
with the demographic and religious characteristics of those who now comprise a single faith
community.

The wide-ranging exploration of research possibilities led to the development of a survey
instrument designed to generate a multilayered data set for scholarly study from a broad spectrum

of disciplines and perspectives.

Conclusion
The JW-RWA study offers a cross-sectional portrait of a religious community with distinct
characteristics and experiences. Despite the limitations of quantitative research, the large data set
yields insights useful to genocide scholars, historians, social scientists, religion specialists, and
mental-health professionals. The JW-RWA study investigates religious beliefs and practices that
contributed to impartiality, nonviolence, and prosocial behavior before, during, and after the
Genocide against the Tutsi. Such insights can strengthen genocide education and prevention

programs with the goal of “Never again.”
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