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Development Opportunities and Spirituality in Africa: Lessons from Pope Leo’s Vision 

Marcel Uwineza, SJ – Hekima University College 

Distinguished guests, colleagues, scholars, and friends, 

Africa stands today at a defining historical crossroads. We are a continent rich in youth, 

resources, spirituality, resilience, and imagination. Yet we remain confronted by poverty amid 

abundance, conflict amid possibility, and inequality amid extraordinary human potential. The 

great question before Africa is not whether development is possible; it is whether development 

can be deeply human, spiritually grounded, and morally sustainable. 

The recent apostolic journey of Pope Leo XIV across Algeria, Cameroon, Angola, and 

Equatorial Guinea offered a compelling framework for answering this question. His African 

pilgrimage was not merely diplomatic symbolism. It was a prophetic call—a summons toward 

peace, justice, ethical leadership, and development rooted in human dignity. Pope Leo 

emphasized that Africa should not simply receive solutions from the world; Africa must offer 

wisdom to the world: communal solidarity, spiritual depth, resilience, and an understanding 

that development without moral foundations becomes exploitation.  

African theologians have long argued precisely this point. Agbonkhianmeghe Orobator 

reminds us that African spirituality is inseparable from social transformation. Spirituality is not 

escape from history; it is engagement with history. Laurenti Magesa, especially in What Is Not 

Sacred? African Spirituality, pushes this insight further: African spirituality recognizes 

sacredness woven into all dimensions of life—community, land, politics, economy, 

relationships, and justice. There is no rigid division between the sacred and the secular. 

Development itself becomes a spiritual responsibility. 

Today, I propose four lessons emerging from Pope Leo’s African vision that illuminate 

development opportunities and spirituality in Africa. 

First: Development Requires Moral Leadership and Rule of Law 

Pope Leo’s visit to Cameroon carried extraordinary moral weight. Speaking amid regions 

marked by conflict and instability, he condemned violence, corruption, exploitation of 

resources, and systems that sacrifice human beings for political or economic interests. He 

warned against leaders who privilege power over people and militarization over healing.  

Africa’s development challenge is not primarily a shortage of resources. It is often a shortage 

of accountable institutions. Countries flourish when justice systems function, laws apply 

equally, corruption is confronted, and public office becomes service rather than entitlement. 

Economic growth without ethical governance produces extraction rather than development. 

Rule of law is not merely legal architecture; it is moral architecture. 

Magesa’s theological vision strengthens this insight profoundly. If everything is sacred, then 

governance itself is sacred responsibility. Political leadership cannot be detached from ethical 

accountability. Corruption becomes not merely administrative failure; it becomes spiritual 

failure. Orobator similarly insists that spirituality must challenge structures that diminish 

human dignity. Africa’s future therefore depends upon forming leaders whose moral 

imagination matches their political ambition. 
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Second: Peace Is Not an Idealistic Dream; It Is Development Infrastructure 

Pope Leo repeatedly emphasized peace throughout his African journey. In Algeria, he stressed 

interreligious dialogue and coexistence. In Cameroon, he called attention to communities 

wounded by violence. In Angola and Equatorial Guinea, he linked peace directly to justice and 

human flourishing. His message was unmistakable: peace is not secondary to development; 

peace is development.  

Africa knows too well the cost of instability. Civil conflict destroys schools before bullets reach 

battlefields. War dismantles healthcare systems before it destroys buildings. Political violence 

drives away investment, fractures trust, and traps generations inside cycles of insecurity. 

Sustainable development requires societies where justice institutions function, human rights 

are protected, and citizens trust that grievances can be resolved without violence. 

Yet here we must ask difficult questions. How often do inspiring papal speeches remain only 

speeches? We remember Pope Francis visiting South Sudan in 2023 and performing one of the 

most moving symbolic acts of modern papal diplomacy—kneeling and kissing the feet of 

political leaders in a plea for peace. The image moved the world. Yet South Sudan continues 

struggling with violence, instability, displacement, and political tensions. Symbolism matters 

deeply. But symbols without implementation become unfinished prophecy. Pope Leo’s vision 

challenges Africa—and the international community—to ensure moral appeals become 

institutional reforms. 

Third: Africa’s Spiritual Vision Is a Development Resource for the World 

Too often Africa is presented globally through deficits: poverty statistics, governance failures, 

humanitarian crises. Pope Leo’s African pilgrimage disrupted this narrative. His journey 

affirmed Africa not merely as recipient of assistance but as contributor to global civilization. 

Africa offers profound spiritual intelligence to humanity.  

Magesa’s foundational insight becomes crucial here. In African spirituality, life exists within 

relational networks: person, community, ancestors, environment, and God exist in 

interconnected harmony. “What is not sacred?” Magesa asks. The answer is transformative: 

very little. The sacred permeates life itself. Such spirituality resists excessive individualism 

and consumerism. It offers an alternative moral vision desperately needed in a fragmented 

world. 

Orobator similarly argues African spirituality emphasizes resilience, solidarity, and hope 

emerging from struggle. Africa’s young population, communal cultures, entrepreneurial 

creativity, and spiritual vitality represent development opportunities not only economically but 

philosophically. Africa can teach humanity how to integrate economic growth with ethical 

responsibility, technological advancement with communal care, and innovation with moral 

purpose. 

Fourth: Development Must Be Human-Centered and Justice-Oriented 

Throughout Angola and Equatorial Guinea, Pope Leo challenged systems of exploitation, 

abuse of power, resource extraction without local benefit, and structures that perpetuate 

inequality. He insisted repeatedly that development must place human dignity at its center. 

Economic indicators matter. But GDP without justice remains incomplete progress.  
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Africa possesses immense natural wealth: minerals, energy resources, agricultural potential, 

intellectual talent, and demographic strength. Yet development cannot merely measure 

production outputs. Development must ask deeper questions: Are children educated? Are 

women protected? Are institutions trustworthy? Do citizens experience dignity? Does growth 

reduce inequality? Are communities empowered rather than exploited? 

African spirituality contributes essential wisdom here. Orobator argues spirituality becomes 

authentic when it transforms social realities. Faith cannot remain private consolation detached 

from public suffering. Spirituality must confront injustice. Magesa’s sacred worldview 

similarly demands moral responsibility toward land, neighbor, governance, and future 

generations. Development becomes sacred work because human flourishing reflects divine 

purpose. 

Conclusion 

Friends, Pope Leo’s African vision offers more than inspiration; it offers a moral framework 

for the future—a future built on ethical leadership and the rule of law, on peace as the 

foundation of development, on African spirituality as wisdom the world urgently needs, and 

on justice that places human dignity at the center of progress. Africa does not need development 

models that demand the sacrifice of its soul in exchange for modernization. Africa needs 

growth rooted in its deepest moral traditions, in the sacred value of community, solidarity, and 

hope. The future we seek cannot be constructed merely through investment portfolios, 

infrastructure projects, or policy frameworks. It must also rise from ethical leadership, spiritual 

imagination, lasting justice, and communities committed to the flourishing of every person. 

The world often asks what Africa needs from humanity. But perhaps Pope Leo’s journey invites 

us to ask a different question: What does humanity need from Africa? In an age marked by 

fragmentation, Africa offers community. In a world threatened by moral emptiness, Africa 

offers spiritual depth. In times of despair, Africa offers resilience. And above all, Africa offers 

hope. Hope—not naïve optimism, but the stubborn, defiant conviction that tomorrow can be 

better than today. We are reminded of The Shawshank Redemption, where Andy Dufresne, 

imprisoned unjustly for years, refuses to surrender to despair. In one of the film’s most 

unforgettable insights, hope becomes “a good thing, maybe the best of things,” because hope 

refuses to let suffering have the final word. Africa, despite poverty, conflict, inequality, and 

broken promises, carries this same enduring hope. Like Andy tunnelling through darkness 

toward freedom, generation after generation of Africans continue building, believing, creating, 

and dreaming against immense odds. If Africa can unite development with spirituality, justice 

with peace, and growth with human dignity, then Africa will not merely participate in shaping 

the future—it will help lead it. 
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