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Raise Hope for the Congo 
By Catherine S. Gordon  

“What are human beings that you are 
mindful of them,” the Psalmist asks God, 
“mortals that you care for them?” (Psalm 
8:4 NRSV). There may be no one definitive 
answer as to why, but the biblical 
message, culminating in the incarnation, 
is that God is mindful, that God does care. 
God’s mindfulness and caring are not 
directed only to the righteous or a chosen 
few but to all – to human beings, all 
created in the divine image, with at least 
the potential of being imitators of God, 
called to “live in love, as Christ loved us” (Ephesians 5:1-2, NRSV). With the entire natural order, created “very 
good” (Genesis 1:31, NRSV), humans have a distinctive God given dignity and worth that unites them all in a 
universal covenant of rights and responsibilities.  
-- From Hope for a Global Future, approved by the 208th General Assembly (1996) 
 
 
“Those who call today for trade and investment free of controls seek a world that is a far cry from the biblical 
vision of community that provides hope for a just society encompassing the whole inhabited earth. A global 
economy of biblical dimensions would be a community of shared values and commitments that transcend 
geographic, political, ethnic, and cultural divisions.  
 
“To imagine a sphere of life from which moral scrutiny is excluded, however, is to abridge God’s sovereignty 
and create an absolute that rivals God. Biblical faith acknowledges no such rival. An unfettered world market 
is not a biblical vision. The biblical goal is not maximization of the freedom to seek individual benefit, 
corporate profit, or national advantage in a global society. 
-- Resolution on Just Globalization approved by the 217th General Assembly (2006) 
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The Issue of Conflict Minerals in the Congo 
 

The Democratic Republic of the Congo has suffered from regional conflict and a deadly scramble 
for its vast natural resources for more than a century.  Congo’s natural resources and the world’s 
voracious appetite for them have been the principal force behind atrocities and conflict throughout 
Congo’s violent and tortured history.  In fact, the mineral wealth in eastern Congo today is financing 
multiple armed groups who use mass rape and other forms of violence as a calculated strategy to 
frighten, coerce, and control local populations.   In this way the groups secure control of mines, trading 
routes, and other strategic areas. 

The militias in the DR Congo make millions of dollars yearly by trading four minerals: the ores that 
produce tin, tantalum, tungsten, and gold. The armed groups then use this money to purchase large 
numbers of weapons for use in their 
campaign of vicious brutality against 
civilians. Most of these minerals 
ultimately end up in electronic 
devices such as cell phones, portable 
music players, and computers.   
Because there is no transparency in 
the minerals supply chain, consumers 
have no way to guarantee that their 
purchases are not funding the militias 
that repeatedly carry out atrocities 
against civilians, including mass rape. 

A Brief History 
 
 The Presbyterian Church in the United States has a long history with the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo. In 1891, the church sent two young Presbyterian ministers -- one African American from 
Virginia, the Reverend William Sheppard, and the other white, the Reverend Samuel Lapsley from 
Alabama. They formed what is known as the Presbyterian Church of the Congo, which currently exceeds 
two million Congolese members, almost equal to the total membership of the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.). 
 Early in his mission work in the Congo, Rev. Sheppard discovered and exposed human rights 
abuses of the Congolese by King Leopold II of Belgium.  King Leopold privately owned and dominated the 
Congo Free State from 1885 to 1908. The Belgian King used his personal power to expropriate from the 
county vast amounts of wealth in the form of ivory and rubber. These trades were supported by slave 
labor, and the local peoples were forced to work through torture, imprisonment, maiming and terror.  
 Adam Hochschild in his book “Leopold’s Ghost” describes the techniques of King Leopold’s 
colonialist empire: 

In return for "one piece of cloth per month to each of the undersigned chiefs, besides 
present of cloth in hand," they promised to "freely of their own accord, for themselves and 
their heirs and successors for ever... give up to the said Association the sovereignty and all 
sovereign and governing rights to all their territories... and to assist by labour or otherwise, 
any works, improvements, or expeditions which the said Association shall cause at any time 
to be carried out in any part of these territories.... All roads and waterways running through 
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this country, the right of collecting tolls on the same, and all game, fishing, mining and 
forest rights, are to be the absolute property of the said Association" .   
 
The "Association" was one of Leopold's many early "anti-slavery" and "anti-'Arab'-slave-
traders" organizations which he used to rally public support while using slavery for his own 
purposes in Africa. Germany's Bismark was one of the few critics, who, in response to 
Leopold's early claims in the region, included in his remarks such things as, "Swindle," 
"Fantasies," and "...naive selfishness".  
 

 Christian missionaries, like William Sheppard, and a handful of human rights organizers publicized 
these atrocities to the world, and gradually, some nations began to oppose Leopold's despotism.  In 1908, 
Leopold relinquished personal control over the Congo Free State.   The country's administration was 
transferred to Belgium and the country was renamed the Belgian Congo.   There was not much change 
within the country, however, until the ivory and rubber were depleted. 

In 1960, the Congo was granted its independence.  However, it was in a very volatile state. The 
central government had little power compared to the regional tribal leaders.  And, with the Belgian 
overseers gone, there were almost no skilled bureaucrats left to administer the country, particularly a 
country of that size.  
 In the country's first democratic national election in 1960, Patrice Lumumba was voted in to be the 
country’s first prime minister.   He was promptly assassinated, however, apparently due to his communist 
tendencies and with the support of the CIA.  A new ruler, Joseph Mobutu, was then installed with the 
support of the U.S.   Mobutu continued to exploit Congo's resources for his own personal wealth, at one 
point having accumulated an estimated $4 billion in riches.   He was eventually overthrown in 1997.   
 
The Current Situation 
 
 In 1996, tensions from the neighboring Rwanda war and genocide had spilled over in to the Congo 
starting the first of Congo’s two wars (1996-2002).  Armed, independent militias took control of eastern 
Congo and continue to control the area today. 
 The Pretoria Accord peace treaty ended the war in 2002. This treaty stipulated that all the 
signatories' forces were to combine and form one national army (the FARDC). But many of the militias did 
not want to give up the power and riches they had accumulated through the war to an army they did not 
trust. 
 Today, there are many armed groups in eastern Congo.  They are in various stages of 
disarmament, re-integration, or fragmentation. These groups are based on racial, ideological, and 
political lines.  Some are backed by the adjacent countries of Rwanda and Uganda. 
 The current conflict in the Democratic Republic of the Congo is the deadliest since World War II, 
with more than 5.4 million people killed during 
the past 15 years. Daily, thousands of women 
in the eastern Democratic Republic of the 
Congo are subject to the worst sexual violence 
in the world, where rape is routinely used as a 
weapon of war by the armed groups fighting in 
the Congo. 
 The DR Congo has some of the richest 
nonpetroleum natural resource deposits on the 
globe. Approximately $180 million each year is 
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generated by the armed groups in 
eastern Congo by trading in four 
main minerals: tin, tantalum, 
tungsten, and gold. This enables 
the groups to buy large numbers 
of weapons and continue the 
brutal violence against civilians. 
These minerals, called “conflict 
minerals,” are key components in 
the manufacture of cell phones, 
laptops, digital cameras, video 
games and portable music players.  
 Secretary of State Clinton 

has stated that, “With respect to companies that are responsible for what are now being called conflict 
minerals, I think the international community must start looking at steps we can take to try to prevent the 
mineral wealth from the DRC ending up in the hands of those who fund the violence here.” 
 
The Dodd-Frank Bill 
 

 Minerals are taken out of Congo through bordering countries, and are then transferred to smelters 
around the world for refinement. When minerals are processed in this manner, it is very hard to trace their 
starting point. Conflict minerals make their way to the U.S. and all over the world in consumer products 
without difficulty. 

The Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform Act, signed into law in July 2010, contains Section 1502 which 
requires American companies to guarantee that the raw materials they use to make their products are not 
tied to the conflict in Congo.  This monitoring is accomplished by auditing the mineral supply chains. 

 The Dodd-Frank Act’s provision requires companies to trace and audit their supply chains in order 
to make certain their products are not funding the current violence and atrocities in eastern Congo.  

 According to the Enough Project, a principal ally in the struggle for conflict-free products, “The 
Dodd-Frank Act provides the commercial leverage to catalyze reform. The U.S. Government can use its 
convening power to bring together companies, regional governments, and NGOs to fix loopholes in the 
certification system, develop a monitoring system, and use diplomatic leverage to generate political will 
to implement it.” 

The Security and Exchange Commission (SEC) must now issue regulations on conflict minerals but 
is under tremendous industry and corporate pressure to delay the implementation of the law for three 
more years.  The SEC must not delay on conflict minerals regulations any longer. A postponement 
means delayed movement toward a minerals trade that helps rather than harms communities.  Please 
stay tuned to the Office of Public Witness for news of advocacy opportunities with the SEC. 

 
What You Can Do 
 
Certification 
 Consumers must be able to buy conflict free electronics in the same way they can buy fair trade 
coffee or not buy blood diamonds.  A system of certification would guarantee that the brutal violence in 
the Congo is not being financed by the purchase of electronic products.   Congo requires a system of 
certification, as well as the Dodd-Frank legislation’s tracing and auditing stipulation. 
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What does 'certification' mean? 
 According to the Enough Project, “A certification regime is a guarantee that a given product—
sometimes a commodity, other times a finished product—meets a defined, agreed-upon standard.  The 
value of a certification regime is that it would guarantee standards when companies or governments on 
their own cannot. A legitimate certification system must function as a shared ownership partnership 
between governments, the private sector, and civil society.” 
 There must be consumer demand for conflict-free electronics in order for a certification regime to 
be successful.  The “conflict-free” movement is growing but it needs more support.  Your voice matters. 
 
Take Action – See our Blog for Links to Action at bit.ly/pcusacongo  
You can make an impact.  The Enough Project is currently recommending two actions -  

Email the electronics industry leaders and urge them to make their products conflict-free. The 
message is clear: “If you take conflict out of your cell phone, I will buy it.”  
Urge your school, or other institution to go conflict-free. Urge your campus or school to go conflict-
free. Get your school to publicly call on electronics companies to make conflict-free computers and 
printers for your campus.  

 
Learn more at http://www.raisehopeforcongo.org/conflict-minerals.  
 
As Jesus called us to love our neighbor as ourselves, we must recognize that our Congolese brothers and 
sisters are our neighbors.  They are being exploited and brutalized in order for us to have the electronics 
we so desire.  It is easy to ignore or not think about those who contribute invisibly to the products we 
consume.  But we must be diligent as we are all responsible for our neighbors.   
 
 
 
For Reprint Permission, contact 
ga_washington_office@pcusa.org 
 

The work of the PC(USA) Office of Public Witness is based on the social justice policies voted on 
and approved by the General Assembly.  We encourage Presbyterians and others to support 
financially our ministry, as we engage in the transformative work designed to impact a global 
human society.  You may contribute to our work by sending your donations to the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.) Individual Remittance Processing, P.O. Box 643700, Pittsburgh, PA, 15264-3700.  
Please designate your contribution by using the code ECO# 865714 – Office of Public Witness.  Or 
you can donate online at http://gamc.pcusa.org/give/E865714/.  
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