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This case study examines the different roles that faith has played in inspiring, 
exacerbating, and ameliorating the uprising of the Lord’s Resistance Army 
(LRA) against the Ugandan government. The core text of the case study 
provides an overview of the conflict along the lines of five questions: What 
are the historical origins of Uganda’s ethnic and religious divides? How do 
religious factors and themes influence the insurgency? How important are 
international religious and political forces? What role did socioeconomic 
factors play? How did religion intersect with these other factors in driving 
outcomes? The Ugandan case study also features a timeline of key events, a 
guide to relevant religious and nongovernmental organizations, and a list of 
further readings.
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The Lord’s Resistance Army’s (LRA) rebellion against 
the Ugandan government has important religious over-
tones, but the complex web of greed and fear that pow-
ers its devastatingly violent insurgency makes it difficult 
to evaluate the particular role played by religion. Both 
the LRA and its antecedent, the Holy Spirit Movement 
(HSM), have claimed religious legitimacy for their cam-
paigns. The LRA draws on symbols and tropes from 
Christian-inspired mysticism and the spirit world of 
the Acholi people. Thus its commander, Joseph Kony, 
claims to rely on the Ten Commandments in his efforts 

to craft a new government in Uganda and asserts that he 
receives specific guidance from spirits on how to con-
duct his military campaign. Unsurprisingly, his position 
is loudly condemned as heretical by virtually all religious 
actors in Uganda and abroad. Despite these condemna-
tions, there is some evidence that at least some of his 
followers give credence to his statements. This case sug-
gests how religious inspiration can motivate individuals 
to fight as well as how faith can intertwine with ethnicity 
to form powerful identities and narratives.

Introduction

Rice fields, Kisoro District
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In contrast to many of its neighbors, which shook colonial 
authority only after prolonged, bloody struggles, Uganda 
was granted independence from Britain without violent 
conflict. After the British left, however, internal conflict de-
veloped quickly, reaching a crescendo in 1966 when Presi-
dent Milton Obote had the kabaka, the traditional king of 
Buganda (a subnational ethnic kingdom within Uganda), 
overthrown by then-General Idi Amin, thus removing a 
challenge to his power. These allies soon quarreled, how-
ever, and Obote himself was overthrown by Amin five years 
later. Both the Obote and Amin regimes became infamous 
for their dictatorial style and horrific human rights viola-
tions. Yet, even though these leaders came from different 
religious traditions—Obote was a Christian and Amin a 
Muslim—the government of Uganda formally respected 
religious diversity.

Ethnic rivalries have played an important part in shaping 
these turbulent episodes of Ugandan politics. Through the 
mid-twentieth century, the British focused on developing 
the economy of southern Uganda, while incorporating the 
northern tribes, including the Acholi, into their military 
forces. Under Idi Amin, a northern Kakwa, the Acholi were 
brutally discriminated against due to their support of his 
predecessor, Obote. When Obote reclaimed power fol-
lowing the Tanzanian invasion that brought down Amin, 
various tribes throughout the country formed armed move-
ments in order to protect their interests and bring their own 
people to power.

Thus, the Acholi people feared revenge and retribution af-
ter current President Yoweri Museveni and his National Re-
sistance Army overthrew the Acholi General Tito Okello’s 
administration in 1986. This turnover was accompanied by 
the return to the North of young Acholi soldiers, usually 

well-armed, which disrupted the structures of traditional 
society in the region. Indeed, many believed that the return-
ing soldiers carried with them the vengeful spirits of those 
whom they had killed (cen). In the uncertain context of 
Museveni’s rise to power, many Acholi found spiritual and 
social succor in a woman named Alice Auma. An ethnic 
Acholi, Auma had converted to Catholicism from the An-
glican Church in her youth. She was reportedly taken over 
by a male, Christian “holy spirit” on May 25, 1985 and 
took to calling herself Lakwena, or messenger of the spirit. 
Out of her claim of spiritual possession would emerge the 
Holy Spirit Movement (HSM). When Auma established 
her movement, it was attractive in part because it provided 
both a social order and religious rituals that cleansed the 
cen. Thus, the HSM originally developed in a space char-
acterized by social and religious instability, which enabled 
it to attract a mass following in its early years.

At its height, the HSM numbered 20,000 combatants and 
was organized similarly to a regular army, except that the 
commanders of the Holy Spirit Mobile Forces (HSMF) 
divisions were spirits speaking through Auma. She issued 
regulations for her soldiers, which included prohibitions on 
lying, stealing, drinking, and other “sinful” activities, and 
punished soldiers that were found to be sinful. They scored 
some impressive early victories, which were all the more as-
tonishing because she had preached to her troops that they 
were impervious to bullets and they fought out in the open. 
Auma also preached that those who were killed or wounded 
suffered because of sinful behavior (often defined in terms 
of offending the spirit world), or because neighbors with 
whom they had conflicts had bewitched them. The HSMF 
began moving south in August 1987 and came within 80 
kilometers of the Ugandan capital Kampala. However, en-
gaging a national army superior in training and equipment, 

Historical Background
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Auma’s forces soon found themselves outmatched and de-
feated. Many of her followers believe that, upon Auma’s 
defeat and disgrace, the spirits left her and went into her 
father. He led the movement until 1989, when he was cap-
tured by Joseph Kony’s forces. In turn, Auma was arrested 
entering Kenya on December 26, 1987, where she resided 
quietly until her death in 2007.

Joseph Kony quickly filled the leadership vacuum within 
the Acholi tribe by establishing the Lord’s Resistance Army 
(LRA). He also claimed to be possessed by spirits, legitimiz-
ing his claims by alleging himself to be a relative of Auma, 
and labeled the three divisions of his army Father, Son, and 
Holy Ghost. When asked by a reporter what he was fight-
ing for, Kony responded “Yes, we are fighting for Ten Com-
mandments. Is it bad? It is not against human rights. And 
that commandment was not given by Joseph (Kony). It was 
not given by the LRA. No, that commandment was given 
by God.” Kony went on to explain that the LRA is “fight-
ing for Uganda to be a free state governed by the Ten Com-
mandments, a democratic state, and a state with a freely 
elected president.”

At first, many Acholi joined the LRA voluntarily. Some 
were moved by Kony’s religious message, while many 
joined for other reasons: to fight a government they saw as 
illegitimate, because they had always been in the military 
and lacked the skills to become farmers, or for prestige and 
profit. Once in the LRA, many were convinced by Kony’s 
spiritual rhetoric, and came to believe that the spirits that 
were in him were capable of killing them if they betrayed 
him.

As the movement gained prominence and required more 
soldiers, however, the LRA became known for gruesome 
tactics, including forcefully abducting children to serve as 
frontline troops. Since 1987, the LRA has abducted more 
than 20,000 children, a tactic that earned them a place on 
the American list of terrorist organizations and an indict-
ment by the International Criminal Court. The LRA has 
lost the support of many Acholi people due not only to 
their abduction of children, but also because Kony’s sol-
diers live primarily from plunder and sometimes kill or 
maim recalcitrant family members in order to obtain what 
they want. The government has responded by moving 
many Acholi into “protected villages.” Nearly 1.7 million 
people have been relocated into these camps, creating mas-

sive numbers of internally displaced persons (IDPs). The 
camps lack basic resources and have arguably made it easier 
for the LRA to locate children to abduct. Consequently, it 
has also exacerbated existing tensions between Northerners 
and the Kampala government.

For 15 years, the insurgency continued largely unchecked. 
During this time, Kony’s spiritual claims were echoed by 
others. For instance, former education minister and HSM 
convert Isaac Newton Ojok asserted, “The guidance from 
the Holy Spirit is enabling us to fight this war of liberation 
and I’m sure that with more prayers from those who care 
for Uganda we will win.”1

In March 2002, the Museveni government, wishing to 
strike a deathblow against the LRA, launched Operation 
Iron Fist with the support of the United States. However, 
poor preparation for this complex campaign doomed it to 
failure, and the operation ended with a ceasefire agreement 
on February 3, 2005. Peace talks in Juba, Sudan began on 
July 14, 2006 as delegates from both sides convened with 
the chief mediator, the vice president of the Southern Su-
dan Autonomous Region of Sudan, which is the present-
day independent nation of South Sudan. The primary goal 
of this first meeting was to arrange a ceasefire that would al-
low for additional peace talks to follow. On June 29, 2007, 
the Ugandan government and the LRA signed an agree-
ment on reconciliation and accountability, the third of five 
points at the Juba peace talks. President Museveni issued a 
January 2008 deadline for a negotiated settlement before 
military actions resumed. In April 2008, Kony refused to 
sign the peace agreement and, in June, attacked a town in 
Southern Sudan, resulting in the withdrawal of Sudan from 
its mediator role.

The Ugandan army began a new campaign against the LRA 
in December 2008, and yet again failed to capture top LRA 
leadership. The LRA has responded with increased attacks 
in Sudan and the Congo, killing nearly 1,000 and caus-
ing thousands more to flee their homes in these countries. 
Today, the LRA operates primarily in the tri-border region 
of South Sudan, Uganda, and the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo. The inaccessibility of the region has aided the 
LRA’s movements, and the international focus on other 
issues in that troubled region of Africa, like the indepen-
dence of South Sudan and the conflict in Darfur, has left 
less and less attention for combating the LRA.



7CASE STUDY - UGANDABERKLEY CENTER FOR RELIGION, PEACE & WORLD AFFAIRS AT GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY

Domestic Factors

Religion is enmeshed in the Ugandan conflict because 
religious revelation and spirit possession are central to 
the LRA’s identity and narrative, but their divisive and 
violent tactics are universally condemned by religious 
groups. This condemnation reflects the fact that the 
vast majority of the Christian population—both Protes-
tant and Catholic—sees the LRA as pagan or heretical. 
Moreover, despite the devastation wrought by the LRA, 
Uganda remains a religiously tolerant society. While a 
predominantly Christian nation, Christians and Mus-
lims have coexisted, although the competition and even 
violence between Catholics and Protestants simmered 
from the colonial period through the early post-inde-

pendence era. Uganda’s post-independence leaders have 
represented different religions, with Obote being a Prot-
estant, Amin a Muslim, and Protestant Museveni overt-
ly courting not only traditional Protestants (who are 
largely evangelical) but also newer Pentecostal groups. 
Indeed, Museveni vowed to end the scourge of religious 
sectarianism when he came to power in 1986, and has 
succeeded to some extent. Over the past half century, 
religious freedom has generally been widely accepted.

Uganda’s war is a rebellion against the central govern-
ment by an insurgent army that relies on religious rheto-
ric to legitimize its struggle. The LRA does not engen-
der national-level respect from the Ugandan populace, 
and thus has been faulted by religious leaders of all faith 
communities within Uganda. Churches and religious 
organizations have attempted to provide support to the 
victims of violence as well as call national and inter-
national attention to the issues. For instance, in 2003, 
the Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative (ARLPI) 
started a four-day sleepover at a Gulu bus park for night 
commuters to attract international attention. Such com-
muter parks cater mostly to children streaming between 
the larger towns to small villages and IDP camps. The 
ARLPI used this event, and others since, to express its 
condemnation of the atrocities committed by the LRA 
and the government and to showcase its efforts to pro-
mote a sense of shared humanity and to nurture hope. It 
also used this time to distance itself, as a religious body, 
from Kony’s religious rhetoric. As Bishop Zac Niringi-
ye, Anglican assistant bishop of Kampala, said, “The 
Acholis must speak with one voice about how to end 
this carnage… We have got to be able to dialogue. Kony 
is a lunatic, a witch, all these evil things. He depends on 
evil spirits. We must isolate him.”2

Gaddafi Mosque, Kampala
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International Factors

Transnational religious actors have played a role in bringing 
international attention to the conflict, but at present have 
been unable to resolve it. The largest Protestant church in 
Uganda is the Church of Uganda, a part of the global An-
glican Communion. The Anglican Church Mission Society 
(CMS) has therefore been active in the country. In 2003, 
the CMS began a petition to persuade British Prime Min-
ister Tony Blair to break the perceived international silence 
about LRA atrocities, especially those concerning child sol-
diers. This campaign was led by Church of Uganda Bishop 
Benjamin Ojwang and included interviews with the BBC 
and other major media outlets, during which he said, “The 
church role…is a prophetic role to speak on behalf of the 
voiceless and appeal to you that you come and help us. We 
are now being defeated. It’s difficult to control and that’s why 
I am coming to an international body to intervene.”3 Bishop 
Ojwang was later kidnapped by the LRA and rescued by the 
Ugandan army.

The sister diocese to the Church of Uganda, the Diocese of 
Bristol, uses its website to promote greater understanding of 
the conflict and to urge all to pray for the people of Uganda, 
especially the Acholi. Outside of the Anglican Church, the 
World Council of Churches wrote the Church of Uganda 
and the Uganda Joint Christian Council to offer their sup-
port and prayer, and to encourage local religious leaders to 
play an active role in mediating and terminating the conflict 
with the LRA.

The domestic and international Catholic Church has like-
wise played a role advocating for peace. It has an equally 
strong record of resistance to the conflict and participation 
in programs that promote peace and reconciliation, which is 
particularly important because the Acholi people largely self-
identify as Catholic.

There are other significant international influences in the 
long-running Ugandan conflict, but they are largely secu-
lar in nature. Due to its proximity and cultural links (the 
Acholi people are from both Uganda and Sudan), Sudan has 
played the largest international role in the conflict, and LRA 
fighting has occurred in both northern Uganda and south-
ern Sudan (now the country of South Sudan). Ever prag-
matic, the predominantly Muslim government in Khartoum 
has supported the LRA against the Christian Sudan People’s 
Liberation Army (SPLA). Indeed, Khartoum and Kampala 
have at times waged a de facto proxy war through the SPLA 
and the LRA.

With Sudanese elections in 2010 and the referendum on 
South Sudanese independence in 2011, attention has largely 
shifted to the LRA’s impact on Uganda’s neighbor. Interna-
tional Christian missionaries and humanitarian organiza-
tions have been prevented from operating in the conflict 
zone, and the LRA routinely warns all international NGOs 
operating in its territory that they will be considered military 
targets if they remain.

Virika Cathedral, Fort Portal
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Religion and 
Socioeconomic Factors

The LRA is inspired by a blend of Christianity and tra-
ditional religious beliefs, and rooted primarily among the 
ethnic groups inhabiting the less densely populated north 
of Uganda. The LRA draws its followers mainly from 
among the Acholi people (4.7 percent of the Ugandan 
population), and to a lesser degree the Lango (6.1 percent) 
and Teso (6.4 percent) peoples.4 The Teso and Acholi are 
predominately Catholic while the Lango are largely Protes-
tant, but all three have syncretized indigenous beliefs into 
their practice of Christianity, for example by postulating 
that everyone possesses a guardian spirit that attends one 
during life and must be ritually liberated upon death.

Northern Uganda has long been economically disadvan-
taged relative to other parts of the country, resulting in 
longstanding grievances against Kampala. These disadvan-
tages are made more severe by the ongoing conflict, which 
prevents the implementation of much-needed programs 
and reforms across much of the North. AIDS treatment 
and education are among the most critical of these. While 
southern Uganda has been a test case for effective AIDS 
prevention in Africa, the conflict between the LRA and the 
government prevents these programs from being applied in 
much of the North.

Even basic strategies for combating AIDS, such as drug and 
condom distribution, have also been greatly minimized. 
In terms of education, the LRA raids have made effective 
schooling challenging, if not impossible, in many parts of 
the North. What schools are open have often become tar-
gets for LRA abductions of schoolchildren. These raids and 
other violence in the North lead to growing numbers of 
IDPs living in camps, with students consequently forced 
to travel longer distances to school and leaving them even 
more susceptible to rape and abduction.

One consequence of the AIDS epidemic in northern 
Uganda is the preponderance of spiritual mediums and 
healers who claim that illness is brought on by sin, particu-
larly offenses against the spirit world. Even though Western 
religious influences have dominated Ugandan spiritual-
ity, many of the ideas of traditional spirit mediums persist 
today, particularly in the North. Alice Auma and Joseph 
Kony are prime examples of this, and also provide an ex-
ample of how such beliefs can affect the overall health of a 
community. Although there are no accurate AIDS statistics 
from the North because of the violence, it is estimated that 
such beliefs have led to an increase in HIV/AIDS infection 
rates in the region due to poor knowledge about treatment 
and prevention opportunities.

Family in Lira
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Key Events

1962: Uganda attains independence.

1985: Alice Auma, an ethnic Acholi, reportedly taken 
over by a “holy spirit.”

1986: President Museveni overthrows the Acholi General 
Tito Okello’s administration.

1987: Auma’s Holy Spirit Mobile Forces (HSMF) fight 
their way south to within 80 km of Kampala. HSMF 
pushed back by Ugandan military, Auma arrested fleeing 
to Kenya.

1988: In wake of HSMF’s defeat, Kony reestablishes a 
military organization: the Lord’s Resistance Army.

1993: The LRA agrees to enter into peace talks with the 
Museveni government.

1994: Peace talks fail in February and the LRA intensifies 
its activities.

1996: Museveni wins national elections.

2002: Operation Iron Fist, Museveni’s initiative against 
the LRA, begins, but is poorly organized and largely un-
successful.

2005: Operation Iron Fist ends with a cease-fire between 
government forces and the LRA; the International Crimi-
nal Court issues arrest warrants for Joseph Kony and 4 
other top LRA officials.

2006: Juba Peace Talks begin, mediated by the Vice-Pres-
ident of Southern Sudan.

2007: After 11 months of negotiations, the Ugandan 
Government and the LRA agree to the Juba Peace Ac-
cords on reconciliation and accountability.

2008: Kony refuses to sign the peace agreement and 
the conflict continues; In December, government forces 
launched a new campaign against the LRA.
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Religious organizations

Church of Uganda
http://www.coupdr.co.ug/
The Church of Uganda is the branch of the Anglican 
Church in Uganda. It is the second largest church in 
Uganda, counting among its members approximately 
36 percent of the total Ugandan population. Currently, 
the archbishop of Uganda is the Most Reverend Henry 
Luke Orombi, who has held the position since 2004. The 
Church of Uganda has been active in promoting a resolu-
tion to the war between the government and the LRA, 
particularly through its participation in interreligious and 
ecumenical coalitions such as the ARLPI and the Uganda 
Joint Christian Council.

Catholic Church of Uganda
40 to 45 percent of Ugandans, and a greater percentage 
of Acholis, identify as Catholic. The Roman Catholic 
Church in Uganda has four archdioceses and 12 dioceses, 
with the Gulu archdiocese covering most of the Acholi 
population in the North. The current archbishop of Gulu 
is John Baptist Odama. The Catholic Church has par-
ticipated in the ARLPI and the Gulu Archdiocese runs 
the Catholic Justice and Peace Commission. Additionally, 
some Church leaders participated in the peace negotia-
tions in the early 1990s, and the Church regularly holds 
public prayers and rallies in support of peace initiatives 
and a resolution to the conflict.

Comboni Missionaries of the Heart of Jesus
http://comboniuganda.org/
The Comboni Missionaries of the Heart of Jesus is an in-
ternational Catholic organization of priests and laypeople 
involved in missionary work in some of the most poverty-
stricken parts of the world. This ministry was inspired by 
Saint Daniel Comboni, the first bishop of Khartoum, Su-

dan, who died in 1881. Missionaries from the Comboni 
order first began work in Uganda in 1910. As a world 
order, Comboni has introduced an action alert program 
describing ways laypeople can contribute to reconcili-
ation efforts in Uganda. The Uganda mission has been 
targeted for attacks numerous times by the LRA. The lo-
cal missions have continued to work with other religious 
and community organizations to push for a reconciliation 
process between the LRA and the government to bring 
peace to the North.

Mennonite Central Committee – Uganda
http://africa.mcc.org/
The Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) started to 
work in Uganda in 1979 as part of a short-term recon-
struction process in association with the Anglican Church. 
The MCC shifted their mission from war reconstruction 
to reconciliation and began a more permanent mission 
to Uganda in the 1980s. The MCC is currently involved 
in several issues affecting Uganda, including communi-
ty development, education, healthcare and HIV/AIDS 
work, and peacebuilding. The MCC has taken a particu-
lar interest in the LRA conflict in the North. Efforts on 
behalf of the people affected by the war with the LRA 
include emergency relief for families displaced by the war 
and healthcare for those civilians who have been subject 
to LRA attacks. The MCC also engages in mental health 
and trauma services for families who have been attacked, 
wounded, or have lost children to abduction or death at 
the hands of the LRA.
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Nongovernmental 
Organizations

Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative
http://arlpi.org/
The Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative (ARLPI) is 
an interfaith forum of Muslim, Catholic, Protestant, and 
Orthodox leaders based primarily in northern Uganda. 
Originating in 1998, ARLPI has the stated mission of 
providing community-based mediation, advocacy, and 
peacebuilding services to those affected by the conflict 
in northern Uganda. Initially chaired by the Anglican 
bishop of northern Uganda, the first activity launched 
by ARLPI was a peace conference discussing the causes 
and effects of the war and ways to resolve it. The con-
ference attendees concluded that the war could not be 
settled through violence and pushed for a dialogue be-
tween LRA and government leaders. As it pursues its 
objectives of mediation, advocacy, and peacebuilding 
throughout Acholiland, the ARLPI has continued to 
engage the LRA and push it to join a constructive peace 
effort.

Uganda Joint Christian Council
http://ujcc.co.ug/
The Uganda Joint Christian Council (UJCC) is a union 
of the three largest churches in Uganda—Catholic, Or-
thodox, and the Anglican Church of Uganda—estab-
lished in 1963. The Council grew as a reaction to the 
bitter divides that separated these churches during the 
colonial era. After colonialism ended, their leaders rec-
ognized the need to promote a united front and end 
their conflicts. The UJCC has grown into a large orga-
nization with many interests and missions, one of which 
is their Department of Human Rights. The Department 
of Human Rights has three main responsibilities: to in-
crease capacity for local congregations to address human 
rights issues, to provide training to local congregations 

about human rights and human rights advocacy, and to 
present analysis briefs on current issues in Uganda in 
which human rights are implicated.

Lutheran World Relief – Uganda
http://lwr.org/site/c.dmJXKiOYJgI6G/b.7504371/k.
C0A6/Uganda.htm
Lutheran World Relief (LWR) has been involved in 
Uganda since 1983. LWR has two main priorities in 
Uganda. First, they work with local church commu-
nities and nongovernmental organizations to care for 
those infected with HIV/AIDS and to promote HIV/
AIDS awareness and education. The second goal of the 
LWR in Uganda is to care for those displaced by the 
war with the LRA in northern Uganda. LWR has tried 
to promote its ideas of peace and justice through ra-
dio and television programs and educational theater. In 
the United States, LWR has created an advocacy cam-
paign and an Advocacy Alert program with suggestions 
for ways Americans can become involved in promoting 
awareness and resolution of the conflict in Uganda.

Justice and Peace Commission
http://archdioceseofgulu.org/JPC/
The Justice and Peace Commission (JPC) is a branch of 
the Catholic Archdiocese of Gulu in Uganda. The JPC 
serves both the parishioners of the archdiocese and the 
local community. Activities include peace education and 
peacebuilding as well as after school clubs for secondary 
school students. It also promotes human rights educa-
tion in the community, provides some paralegal services, 
and produces a newsletter addressing human rights and 
peacebuilding. The JPC has been partnered with the 
ARLPI on its endeavors to create binding peace talks 
between the LRA and the government
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Discussion Questions

1.  What are the historical origins of Uganda’s ethnic and religious divides? 

2.  How do religious factors and themes influence the insurgency?

3.  How important are international religious and political forces?

4.  What role did socioeconomic factors play?

5.  How did religion intersect with other factors in driving outcomes?

________________
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