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As a missionary in Guyana I once supervised the renewal of an Amerindian village well.  Speaking as usual to the Sunday congregation through the Macushi interpreter, I brought news of the 'overseas aid' that had made this possible.  In the week following gossip got back to me about how I had caught AIDS and brought it to the village!

'The Poisonwood Bible' is something of a parody of a traditional expatriate mission.  The title comes from a similar mistranslation.  Pastor Price goes to the Congo with his wife and four daughters.  His mission will brook no compromise with the local culture.  The momentum of his preaching is blind to the fact that his praise cry 'Jesus is bangola' translates 'Jesus is poisonwood'.  The poisonwood tree is known as a 'plant that bites'.

The plot follows the reaction of members of the American Baptist family to the mission.  After the abrupt end of Belgian rule their vulnerability increases.  Pastor Price's interpreter, the village teacher, gains confidence to speak to his daughter about how their Christianity is being perceived in the village.

'Nothing can stay the same, when somebody new walks into your house bringing gifts.  Let's say he has brought you a cooking pot.  You already had a cooking pot you liked well enough, but maybe this new one is bigger.  You'll be very pleased, and gloat about it by giving the old one to your sister.  Or maybe the new pot has a hole in the bottom.  In that case you will thank your visitor very much, and when he is gone you'll put it in the yard for feeding fish scales to the chickens.'

The turning point in the book comes when the village chief interrupts the Sunday sermon to announce an election.  In the spirit of the newly acquired democracy in the Congo he calls for pebbles to be collected and presented either before the Cross or a bottle of palm wine, symbol of the old religion.  Jesus loses 11-56!

Despite his defeat Pastor Price's momentum is not deflected, although family loyalties break when one of his daughters dies from a snakebite.  His wife and family abandon the mission and disperse. The subsequent story of their lives and their reflections upon the ill-fated mission make up the residue of the book.

Barbara Kingsolver introduces at one point a more plausible missionary. Brother Fowles, who enters dialogue with Pastor Price, is actually Price's predecessor at the mission.  'We're branches grafted on the good tree…the great root of Africa sustains us' - this is his wisdom.  Whereas Price castigates bare-breasted women in Church, Fowles says he 'spent many afternoons with a calabash of palm wine between us, debating the merits of treating a wife kindly.  In my six years here I saw the practice of wife beating fall into great disfavour.  Secret little altars to Tata Jesus appeared in most every kitchen, as a result.'

In the closing pages, Rachel, an unbelieving daughter, expresses the root error of the tragic mission that leads her father to eventual 'martyrdom'.  'The way I see Africa, you don't have to like it but you sure have to admit it's out there.  You have your way of thinking and it has it, and never the twain ye shall, meet.'

The Poisonwood Bible expresses the Christian dilemma in evangelisation.  Pastor Price is 'heavy on text', to use the jargon, whereas Brother Fowles went for 'context'.

This pessimistic tale contrasts with the facts as they stand.  Africa is one of the most Christian places in the world today.  The seed of Christianity has not bred 'poisonwood' everywhere, although there have always been missionaries who 'bite'. The 'grafting' of Christianity onto 'the good tree' of Africa continues, despite setbacks,  harmonising with the communal and spiritual yearnings of that continent.
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