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Editorial
JTSA applauds the work of the South African Council of Churches (SACC) for 
its “Unburdening Panel” report and its public engagement with aspects of ‘state 
capture’. However, what is worrying is that there is so little theological ferment 
across the churches in South Africa more generally. There is little indication of 
what The Kairos Document, twenty two years ago now, called “people’s theology”. 
The SACC is being prophetic, but what are the ‘kairos’ processes that are forging 
“people’s theology” into “prophetic theology”?

Our selected article in “The Contemporary Theological Project” slot takes us 
back historically (and theologically) to the processes that produced The Kairos 
Document. In his article “The authorship and composition circumstances of the 
Kairos Document” Philippe Denis uses a range of resources, including archival 
records, interviews, and academic work to reconstruct important aspects of the 
processes that generated this seminal “challenge to the churches” in 1985.

Alongside this ‘lead’ article are articles on decolonisation, Pentecostalism, 
world Christianity, and Christian speaking and listening, from a diversity of 
African authors.

Please remember and pass on the news that JTSA now has a PDF option. 
Subscribers will now be able to subscribe to JTSA as a PDF. We hope that this will 
make JTSA more accessible. We cannot contractually provide PDF’s of individual 
articles, but we can make an entire volume available in this format, allowing 
subscribers to receive an electronic version. We ask that subscribers who choose 
the PDF option commit themselves to not reproducing it, except for their own 
use. By choosing this option you commit yourself to an ethical use of the PDF.

Gerald West & Helen Efthimiadis-Keith
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The Contemporary Theological Project

The Authorship and Composition 
Circumstances of the Kairos Document1

Philippe Denis

 ABSTRACT

The aim of this paper is to offer as thorough as possible a narrative of the history of the 
Kairos Document as a text on the basis of archival and oral evidence. Having in mind 
the claim, made at the time and repeated afterwards, that the Kairos Document was a 
‘people’s document’, the paper looks with great detail at the composition process of the 
document from the day, at a meeting of Christian activists in Soweto in late July 1985, 
when the idea of issuing a theological statement on the crisis in South Africa came up, to 
September 1986, when, the second edition of the Kairos Document was released. Unlike 
the Barmen Declaration or the Belham Confession for example, the Kairos Document was 
not authored by professional theologians. It resulted from the collective work of about 
fifty ministers of religion and Christian activists who met at regular intervals between 
late July and early September 1985. The revision of the Kairos Document during the 
course of 1986 followed a similar process. It was widely distributed: 35,000 copies were 
printed the first year and a further 35,000 during the following three years.

Who wrote the Kairos Document, this influential theological statement, released 
in September 1985, which accused, in the same breath, ‘state theology’ and 
‘church theology’ of betraying the gospel of Jesus Christ in the context of a 
massive onslaught of the apartheid regime against the black population, while 
making a plea for ‘prophetic theology’? This text has generated, from the time of 
its publication to the current day, a considerable amount of comments, positive 
and negative, especially in the so-called liberal English-speaking churches whose 
ambiguous stance towards apartheid was publicly denounced for the first time.2 
At least three authors wrote about its history.3 Many questions remain, however? 
1 Revised version of a paper read at the 3rd Joint Theological Conference, University of Pretoria, 12 

July 2016. I benefited greatly from the comments made on that occasion.
2 For a recent example see Clint Le Bruyns, ‘The rebirth of Kairos Theology and its implications for 

Public Theology and Citizenship in South Africa’, Missionalia 43 (2015), 460–477.
3 Desmond van der Water, ‘The legacy of a prophetic moment: A socio-theological study of the reception 

and response to the Kairos Document amongst churches, faith-communities and individuals in South 

Philippe Denis, Professor of History of Christianity at the University of KwaZulu-Natal. 
<Denis@ukzn.ac.za>
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The exact nature of the document’s authorship is debated. Like any literary text, 
including the Bible, the Kairos Document was not produced in one go. There 
have been various layers of textual composition. The history of the editions and 
impressions of the document also need to be taken into consideration. The aim 
of this paper is to offer as thorough as possible a narrative of the history of the 
Kairos Document as a text on the basis of archival and oral evidence. It does 
not deal with the history of the reception of the Kairos Document in church and 
society, a topic which could be the focus of another study.

A ‘People’s Document’
The preface of the first edition of the Kairos Document made, quite unambiguously, 
the claim that the statement’s author was a ‘people’s document’:

After a very extensive discussion some adjustments and additions were made […] The 
group then appointed a committee to subject the document to further critique by various 
other Christian groupings throughout the country. Everybody was told that ‘this was a 
people’s document which you can also own even by demolishing it if your position can 
stand the test of biblical faith and Christian experience in South Africa’.4

The preface of the second revised edition of the Kairos Document, which came 
out the following year, delivered a similar message. ‘Thousands of people’, it 
claimed, were involved in the process which led to the publication of the document:

We publish today this second edition of the Kairos Document. It was developed in the 
same way as the first edition except that thousands of people have been involved in the 
process, not only in terms of reflection and study but mostly in terms of involvement 
and action in the liberation struggle in South Africa. We hope that this edition will not 
be the end the process of action and theological reflection on our situation.5

A document entitled ‘The Kairos Document: its origins and concerns’, written by 
the theologian Albert Nolan after the release of the Kairos Document in September 

Africa and within the international ecumenical community, focussing on the English-speaking 
churches in South Africa with special reference to the United Congregational Church of Southern 
Africa’, unpublished PhD thesis, University of Natal, 1998, 20-28; Wesley Mabuza, ‘Kairos revisited: 
investigating the relevance of the Kairos Document for church-state relations within a democratic 
South Africa’, unpublished PhD thesis, University of Pretoria, 2009, 87-91; Gerald West, ‘Tracing 
the “Kairos” Trajectory from South Africa (1985) to Palestine (2009): Discerning Continuities and 
Differences’, Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 143 (July 2012), 6-9.

4 The Kairos Document. Challenge to the Church. A Theological Comment on the Political Crisis in 
South Africa, 1st ed. (Braamfontein: The Kairos Theologians, 1985), i-ii. This and all subsequent 
editions and regional variations of the Kairos Document are available online on <http://ujamaa.ukzn.
ac.za/Libraries/manuals/The_Kairos_Documents.sflb.ashx>.

5 The Kairos Document. Challenge to the Church. A Theological Comment on the Political Crisis in 
South Africa, 2nd ed. (Braamfontein: The Kairos Theologians, 1986), iii.
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1985, also made the claim that ‘hundreds of Church people throughout the country 
were involved in the research, writing and amending of the document’.6 ‘What 
the research revealed,’ it further said, ‘was that many, many Christians in South 
Africa and especially in the townships had already begun to develop what one 
might call a people’s theology’.7

In an article published nine years later, Nolan gave a fuller account of what 
he termed ‘the story behind the document’. While recognising the coordinating 
role of the Institute for Contextual Theology,8 – of which he was a staff member 
during most of the 1980s – in the production of the Kairos Document, he repeated 
the claim that the statement was a ‘people’s document’:

The Kairos Document was an initiative of the Institute for Contextual Theology (ICT) 
in Johannesburg. However, it was not planned or even foreseen by the staff of ICT. It 
simply happened as a result of ICT’s method of doing theology. The Institute does not 
teach theology; it simply enables people to do their own theological reflection upon their 
own praxis and experience. The staff of ICT is active in bringing Christians together, 
facilitating discussion and action, recording what people say, and doing whatever research 
may be to support the reflections, arguments and actions of the people.9

We can also mention Gerald West, a later commentator of the Kairos Document, 
who wrote in 2012:

It was this collaboration or ordinary township Christians and ICT staff, with some 
formal theological training that produced The Kairos Document. […] There can be 
no prophetic theology without there first being a people’s theology, according to The 
Kairos Document’.10

For the people associated with the writing and dissemination of the Kairos 
Document there was, and there is still today, no doubt about its authorship: It 
was a document of the ‘people’ and not only of a group of theologians, however 
committed to the struggle against apartheid these might have been. The point, 
however, has been debated. Suffice it to mention that, after the release of the 
Kairos Document in September 1985, a government spokesperson accused, in 
Parliament, the document of being ‘a call to revolution, murder and even high 
treason’ and that it had been written by ‘seven nameless theologians’ financed 

6 University of the Witwatersrand, Historical Papers, AG2843, Institute for Contextual Theology 
(hereafter referred to as HP, AG2843), G2, ‘The Kairos Document : its origin and concerns’, n.d., 2.

7 HP, AG2843, G2, ‘The Kairos Document : its origin and concerns’, n.d., 2.
8 On the foundation of the Institute of Contextual Theology, see Philippe Denis, ‘The Journal for 

Contextual Theology in Southern Africa and the Emergence of Contextual Theology in South Africa’, 
Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 146 (2013), 16-17. The Institute of Contextual Theology 
(ICT) was established in 1981.

9 Albert Nolan, “The Kairos Document”, in Doing Theology in Context: South African Perspectives, 
edited by John de Gruchy and Charles Villa-Vicencio (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1994), 212.

10 West, ‘Tracing the “Kairos” Trajectory’, 6, 8.
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by the South African Council of Churches (SACC). This statement was based on 
a newsletter distributed by the Gospel Defence League, a right-wing Christian 
group very active in the 1980s.11 As it happens, the government’s claim was 
factually correct. As we shall see even Christian pastors and theologians linked 
to ICT effectively met at the end of July 1985 in Soweto to discuss the writing 
of the document which eventually became the Kairos Document. But they were 
not academic theologians as the apartheid bureaucrats assumed and, besides, the 
SACC was never involved in the writing of the Kairos Document. 

The ICT archives, which are easily accessible,12 provide more than enough 
evidence to dismiss the claim that the Kairos Document was the work of just a 
few people. But the question remains. If what we have here is a case, to borrow 
a phrase used by Klippies Kritzinger to describe how the Belhar Confession 
was produced in 1982,13 of ‘communal authorship’, in what did the communal 
authorship of the Kairos Document consist exactly? Can one speak of hundreds 
or thousands of people, as the promoters of the Kairos Document did? Put 
otherwise, what was the difference between the Barmen Declaration, written by 
a committee of four Lutheran and Reformed theologians including Karl Barth 
who wrote the first draft in one afternoon,14 and the Belhar Confession, compiled 
by Allan Boesak and four other Reformed theologians with borrowings from the 
Theological Declaration of the Broederkring,15 and the Kairos Document? The first 
two were drafted by professional theologians who had received a mandate from a 

11 HP, AG2843, G2, ‘Crisis News Article’, n.d., 1. The Gospel Defence League was founded and managed 
by Dorothea Scarborough, a German migrant established in South Africa for at least twenty years and 
by then in Cape Town. See Derrick Knight, ‘Wolves in sheep’s clothing, Religion groups and lobbyists 
in the service of apartheid’, typewritten document, 1989, 16. Asked how the Gospel Defence League 
had known about the ‘seven nameless theologians’, Albert Nolan gave this response: ‘The German 
lady. I remember her. I met her. Maybe just in correspondence. She was all out to destroy ICT and the 
Kairos Document. I could have told we were seven. The point is she got it wrong. There were lots of 
people.’ (Albert Nolan, interview conducted by Philippe Denis in Brakpan on 30 April 2016).

12 See footnote 6.
13 Klippies Kritzinger, ‘Celebrating communal authorship: the Theological Declaration of the Belydende 

Kring (1979) and the Belhar Confession’, Studia Historiae Ecclesiasticae 36 (2010), 209-231.
14 Eberhard Busch, Die Barmen Thesen, 1934-2004 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2004), 12-13; 

Ulrich Mauser, ‘The Theological Declaration of Barmen Revisited’, Theology Matters 6, no. 6 (2000), 
23; Kritzinger, ‘Celebrating communal authorship’, 223. 

15 Kritzinger, ‘Celebrating communal authorship’, 214. The Broederkring, later renamed Belydende 
Kring, was composed of ministers, lay people and lecturers of four Reformed churches, the Reformed 
Church in Africa, the Dutch Reformed Church in Africa, the Dutch Reformed Mission Church and the 
Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa. The Message to the People of South Africa (1948) and the 
ABRECSA Declaration (1981) are other examples of confessions of faith communally produced during 
the apartheid period. In The Church Struggle in South Africa, 25th Anniversary Edition (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2005), 192, John de Gruchy made the observation that, unlike Lutherans and members of the 
Reformed churches, Catholics and Anglicans had difficulty with the notion of a ‘confessing church’.
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church body which subsequently ratified the documents. These theologians spoke 
on behalf of large numbers of church members but they singlehandedly took in 
charge the writing process.16 Theologians were also involved in the production of 
the Kairos Document but they came from a different background and they worked 
in a different manner. It is to this process that we shall now turn. 

Anger and Outrage
The context of the production of the Kairos Document is key to its understanding. 
In the Lutheran and Reformed churches voices had been raised since the late 1970s 
to declare a status confessionis, in other words to say that the time had come 
to publicly confess that apartheid was sinful. The black churches had become 
increasingly radicalised. In 1981, the Alliance of Black Reformed Christians 
in South Africa (ABRECSA), which included Dutch Reformed, Presbyterian 
and Congregationalist theologians and ministers, had called on their churches 
to recognise apartheid as a heresy and to unite against it. In 1983, the United 
Democratic Front, which was to become a major component of the struggle against 
apartheid, had received the adhesion, alongside anti-apartheid organisations, 
NGOs and trade unions, of several faith communities and three church leaders, 
Desmond Tutu, the general secretary of the South African Council of Churches 
(SACC), Allan Boesak, the president of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches 
(WARC), and Denis Hurley, the Catholic archbishop of Durban, had been chosen 
as its patrons.17 

Two events marked the period immediately preceding the meeting at which 
the decision to issue a theological statement was made. The first was the South 
African Defence Force’s raid on Gaborone on 14 June 1985 when South African 
troops killed twelve people, including women and children, five of the victims 
being members of the African National Congress (ANC). The ANC’s Second 
National Consultative Conference, held in Kabwe, Zambia, from June 16 to 25, 
condemned the incident and resolved to intensify their attacks against the regime. 
On 17 June the United Nations’ representative of Botswana sent a letter to the 
president of the organisation asking for help to deal with the raid. Then on 21 July 
1985 the government declared a state of emergency in 36 magisterial districts in 
the Eastern Cape and in the Pretoria-Witwatersrand-Vereeniging (PWV) region. 
16 The Barmen Declaration became the main confessional document of the Confession Church in Nazi 

Germany. The Belhar Confession was adopted by a synod of the Dutch Reformed Mission Church 
in 1982 and formally adopted as a formula of the church in 1986 after having been submitted to the 
approval of the presbyteries and congregations.

17 John de Gruchy and Charles Villa-Vicencio (eds), Apartheid is a Heresy (Cape Town: David Philip, 
1983); Dirkie Smit, ‘A “Status Confessionis” in South Africa’, Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 
47 (1984), 21-46; John de Gruchy, The Church Struggle in South Africa, 187-196.
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A number of organisations and meetings were banned and thousands of people 
were detained.

It was the response, or rather the lack of response, of the churches to these 
oppressive measures which triggered the writing of the Kairos Document. Chris 
Langefeld, a Catholic priest from Soweto who was linked to ICT, described the 
atmosphere reigning during this period in the following terms:

The people in the women’s committees, the street committees, the Young Christian 
Students, etc were subjected from 1983 to 1985 to vicious detentions without trial. Just 
before the Kairos Document we found ourselves frustrated as priests to bury the dead, 
young people and activists who were shot. People were saying: ‘This is enough. We 
cannot continue.’ The public discourse at the time was dominated by a certain press. The 
TV and the radio did everything to discredit the struggle in the street committees, the 
civics, the women’s organisations, COSATU. Their rhetoric and their language aimed 
at delegitimising the authentic struggle of the people.

The problem was the attitude of the churches, in particular the Dutch Reformed 
Church and the evangelical churches, which allowed the government to use the 
Bible in support of the status quo:

There were boycotts and struggles not to buy goods in town. They would boycott the 
supermarkets in town. The people we knew identified with the struggle. They wanted a 
different South Africa, a different education. But these things were criminalised in the 
public arena. On TV they would be quoting ministers of religion who used Romans 13 
to speak against us.18

The meeting which, strictly speaking, marked the beginning of the Kairos 
Document’s writing process took place at the Ipelegeng Community Centre, in 
Jabavu, Soweto, on 28 July 1985.19 But two other meetings paved the way for the 
momentous decision to make a theological statement on the South African crisis.

The first was the ICT annual conference, held in Johannesburg from 30 May 
to 2 June 1985. The feelings of frustration experienced by church members – 
like Chris Langefeld – actively involved in the struggle against apartheid found 
expression. They became impatient with the institutionalised churches and their 
leaders for their apparent unwillingness to confront the regime.20 The second event 
was a meeting held in early July 1985 in Soweto. According to Chris Langefeld it 
took place at Regina Mundi.21 Reference to this gathering is made in the preface of 
the Kairos Document’s first edition. ‘Participants,’ it said, ‘spoke freely about the 
situation and the various responses of the Church, Church leaders and Christians’.22 

18 Chris Langefeld, interview conducted by Philippe Denis on 24 October 2016 in Johannesburg.
19 HP, AG2943, G2, Notes from Theological Crisis meeting held at Ipelegeng Community Centre on 28 

July 1985.
20 HP, AG2943, C5. See van der Water, ‘The legacy of a prophetic moment’, 20. 
21 Chris Langefeld, interview 24 October 2016.
22 The Kairos Document. Challenge to the Church, 1st ed., Preface, i.
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The situation was seen as a ‘declaration of war’. It warranted a reflection which 
would lead to a special edition of the ICT Newsletter.

Bonganjalo Goba, a United Congregational Church of Southern Africa 
(UCCSA) minister who lectured at the University of South Africa in Pretoria 
while spending most of his afternoons in the ICT office in Braamfontein as a 
volunteer,23 gave of this meeting the following account:

When we met as a small group of Christians to respond to the deepening political crisis 
in South Africa, we were very much aware of the serious confusion within the Christian 
community. Moreover, we knew that the prevailing theologies of our churches exhibited 
inadequacies and limitations for helping the Christian community to engage in the struggle 
for liberation. It became clear to us at the initial meeting of the Kairos theologians that 
any response to the deepening political crisis in South Africa would require a fresh 
understanding of the nature of the root problem of our society. In other words, we needed 
a critical social analysis, one very much conversant, on the one hand, with the perceptions 
and aspirations of the masses and, on the other hand, with the political agenda of the 
white regime in terms of a deep understanding of its total strategy. We explored these 
concerns in analytical terms as well as in terms of an appropriate theological response 
to the situation.24

A Momentous Meeting
The meeting planned in early July took place the 28th of the same month, a Sunday, 
at the Ipelegeng Community Centre, a conference venue hired by the Anglican 
Church in Jabavu, Soweto. Seven activists linked to ICT were in attendance. Two 
were staff members of ICT: Frank Chikane, a minister of the Apostolic Faith 
Mission in Africa who had been the full-time coordinator of the organisation 
since 1982 and its director since 1983,25 and Albert Nolan, a Dominican priest and 
theologian who had joined the staff of ICT in 1984.26 Chikane had just spent three 
months in jail in Durban for high treason. Two days after his unexpected release, 
his Soweto house had been petrol-bombed by Security Branch operatives.27 The 
other participants were Bonganjalo Goba and Chris Langefeld, who have already 

23 Bonganjalo Goba, interview conducted by Philippe Denis on 9 April 2016 in Durban. Goba was a 
founding member and Board member of ICT. This interview took place a few months before Prof 
Goba’s untimely death on 21 September 2016.

24 Bonganjalo Goba, ‘The Kairos Document and its implications for liberation in South Africa’, Journal 
of Law and Religion 5 (1987), 314. Goba dated this meeting ‘June 1985 (just before the declaration 
of the state of emergency)’. It seems to be an error.

25 On Frank Chikane’s first years of ministry, see Christian Rudolf De Wet, ‘The Apostolic Faith Mission 
of Africa: 1908 – 1980. A case study in church growth in a segregated Society’, unpublished PhD 
thesis, University of Cape Town, 1989, 148. 

26 Philippe Denis, ‘Timeboundness and prophetism in the theology of Albert Nolan’, Journal of Theology 
for Southern Africa 156 (2016), 7.

27 Frank Chikane, No Life of My Own (Johannesburg: Skotaville, 1988), 19-21.
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been introduced; Sister Bernard Ncube, a Catholic nun from Kagiso on the West 
Rand who was the president of the Federation of Transvaal Women (FEDTRAW) 
at the time; 28 Molefe Tsele, a Lutheran pastor then ministering in Soweto; and 
Wolfram Kistner, a Lutheran pastor and theologian who was heading the Division 
of Justice and Reconciliation of the South African Council of Churches (SACC).29 

The minutes of the meeting, taken by Tsele, betrayed a sense of urgency. 
Publishing a special issue of the ICT Newsletter on the current situation was no 
longer enough:

The events have now overtaken that initial proposition and, with the State of Emergency 
as declared on the 20th July 1985 this meeting has been called. The main aim is to state 
the present crisis theologically and forge [an] appropriate response that Churches and 
theologians may adopt.30

The participants resolved to ‘draft a statement that is critical of the Church and 
self-critical’ and which would be ‘produced in a workshop to be convened later 
in August’. Prior to the workshop they would ‘work on a working paper’ and 
solicit the views and opinions of ‘political organisations and political experts’. 
Theologians were asked to produce by August 5 working documents on four 
themes. Nolan would write on ‘Crisis Kairos’, Kistner on ‘State’, Goba on 
‘Church and Theology’ and Lebamang Sebidi, a Catholic priest who was the 
chairperson of the ICT Steering Committee since August 1984, on ‘Church and 
People Movements’. The next meeting was scheduled on 10 August 1985. Ten 
Christian activists would be invited, including Beyers Naudé, who had been 
succeeded Desmond Tutu as general secretary of SACC in February 1985 after 
being unbanned, and members of the Black Theology movement such as Simon 
Maimela, the chairperson of ICT, Buti Tlhagale and Mokgethi Motlhabi.31

The Drafting Process
Only one ‘working paper’, the one by Wolfram Kistner, is kept in the ICT archives.32 
Others may be found one day. Kistner’s paper provided material for the section 

28 On Sister Bernard Ncube, see Federation of Transvaal Women, A woman’s place is in the struggle not 
behind bars, 2nd ed. (New York: Africa Fund, 1988), 18-19. In the late 1980s Sister Bernard became 
a staff member of ICT.

29 According to Chris Langefeld (interview 24 October 2016), Kistner was ‘an important person’. While 
living in a white suburb of Johannesburg, he ‘was in touch with Jabu Ngwenya, the activist of the Free 
Mandela Campaign and with Amos Masondo, the head of the civics’.

30 HP, AG2943, G2, Notes from Theological Crisis meeting held at Ipelegeng Community Centre on 28 
July 1985’.

31 HP, AG2943, G2, Notes from Theological Crisis meeting.
32 HP, AG2843, G2, ‘Working Paper: The crisis of political authority in the Republic of South Africa’, 

by Dr Wolfram Kistner, Johannesburg, 6 August 1985.
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of the Kairos Document on state theology. Yet, the final document bears little 
resemblance with this text, which described, in a language which was probably 
found too academic, the difficulties inherent to the 1983 Constitution and the 
exegetical debate on Romans 13. One of the few parts of it which remained in 
the final draft of the Kairos Document is the quotation from the preamble of the 
then South African Constitution.33

The meeting scheduled by the initial group of seven for the 10th of August is 
described in a document entitled ‘Crisis news article’ in the following terms:34 

At this meeting, attended by about thirty people, the papers were discussed and criticised 
and many changes proposed. With these proposals in mind, people were asked to rewrite 
their papers. Others were asked to write papers on new topics which arose during the 
meeting. These rewritten papers and the additional ones formed the first draft of the 
‘The Kairos Document’.35

Several drafts subsequently circulated:
Again the first draft was subject to criticisms of many people and the document went 
through three or four drafts before being publicised as individuals and groups around 
the country were invited to respond critically.36

When asked about the Kairos Document’s writing process, Goba gave a similar 
account. It resulted, he said, from ‘a variety of small texts and fragments from 
Soweto and other parts’. A working group which included, apart from him, 
Albert Nolan, Frank Chikane, Allan Boesak, the president of the World Alliance 
of Reformed Churches and a patron of the United Democratic Front (UDF), 
Itumeleng Mosala, a Methodist minister who was among the first members of 
the Azanian People’s Organisation (AZAPO) and lectured at the University of 
South Africa, and Smangaliso Mkhatshwa, the general secretary of the Southern 
African Catholic Bishops’ Conference (SACBC), regularly met in the ICT office 
in Braamfontein or in Soweto.37

To figure out the atmosphere of these meetings, one must keep in mind that 
they were submitted to strict security measures. Under the provisions of the state 
of emergency anybody deemed to endanger ‘law and order’ could be arrested 
and detained without trial. At its meeting of 21 August 1985, the ICT Steering 
Committee requested that the work on the Theology Document ‘be handled with 
the necessary security considerations’.38

33 Kairos Document, 2.4.
34 HP, AG2843, G2: ‘Crisis news article’.
35 HP, AG2843, G2: ‘Crisis news article’.
36 HP, AG2843, G2: ‘Crisis news article’.
37 Goba, interview 9 April 2016.
38 HP, AG283, D1, Folder 1, Minutes of the Steering Committee of the Institute for Context Theology, 

21 August 1985.
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The process was interactive and ecumenical. The ICT staff members never had 
a document in mind when the discussions started, Chikane said in an interview. The 
ecumenical nature and the mix of theologies that had come together necessitated 
explanations for the terms that were being used. For example, his point of reference 
was more from a Pentecostal perspective and this to a Dominican like Albert 
Nolan was not everyday language. Similarly, Nolan’s terminology of the state 
being tyrannical was foreign language to a Pentecostal like him. People were 
asked to write explanatory notes for the next meetings to make sense of what 
was being said. These notes gradually developed into a fully-fledged document 
as more progress was being made.39

The name Kairos Document, the report quoted above noted, ‘came out of 
a later meeting when it became clear that the statement could be more widely 
distributed and so have more impact in a booklet form that in a special edition of 
ICT’.40 By 21 August 1985, when the ICT Steering Committee held its monthly 
meeting, the statement was still called ‘Theology Document’.41 According to 
Nolan, it was Goba who suggested the name.42 He often spoke of the kairos, a 
term he had found in the work of the German theologian Jürgen Moltmann, in 
conversations with ICT colleagues.43 

A discussion arose during the same period on how to name the theology that 
the signatories would recommend as an alternative to ‘state theology’ and ‘church 
theology’. The phrase ‘prophetic theology’, which was widely used at the time, 
was chosen to emphasise the fact that the theology that was needed in South 
Africa related to what was happening ‘here and now’. Prophetic theology was 
about recognising God’s unmediated salvific intervention in a situation of crisis. It 
implied the idea of religious immediacy.44 The phrase ‘people’s theology’, which 
did not feature in the Kairos Document except in a footnote in the second edition, 
came in use later to describe the bottom-up process leading to the publication of 
the document.

The final meeting took place on Wednesday 28 August 1985 in the ICT office. 
The room was ‘packed’, Nolan remembered. ‘There were at least fifty people.’ 
The participants were ‘largely priests, ministers and sisters, but no distinction 
was made between ministers and laity’.45 The ICT archives keep a copy of the 

39 Mabuza, ‘Kairos revisited’, 90. See Chikane’s comments on the Kairos Document in No Life of My 
Own, 92-93.

40 HP, AG2843, G2: ‘Crisis news article’.
41 HP, AG283, D1, Folder 1, Minutes of the Steering Committee of the Institute for Context Theology, 

21 August 1985.
42 Albert Nolan, interview conducted by Philippe Denis in Mondeor on 19 November 2015. See Denis, 

‘Timeboundness and prophetism in the theology of Albert Nolan’, 11.
43 Goba, interview 9 April 2016.
44 Denis, ‘Timeboundedness and prophetism in the theology of Albert Nolan’, 17.
45 Nolan, interview 19 November 2015.
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draft which was discussed on that day.46 A comparison between this text and the 
document released for publication a month later illustrates the effectiveness of the 
communal process followed for the writing of the Kairos Document. For example, 
a paragraph on the division within the church was inserted in the section entitled 
‘The moment of truth’ which opened the document (1). The point must have been 
made by some participants during the meeting. Likewise a new paragraph on ‘The 
God of the State’ (2.4) was added to the section on state theology. With a view 
to boosting the section on prophetic theology, the paragraph on social analysis 
was moved, with substantial changes, from the section on church theology to that 
on prophetic theology (4.1), two paragraphs on tyranny were merged into a new 
one under the title ‘Tyranny in the Christian Tradition’ (4.3) and a new paragraph 
entitled ‘A Message of Hope’ (4.4) was added. The rather short section ‘What must 
we do?’ at the end of the draft was replaced by a fifth section entitled ‘Challenge 
to Action’ (5) with five subdivisions called ‘God Sides with the Oppressed’ (5.1), 
‘Participation in the Struggle’ (5.2), ‘Transforming Church Activities’ (5.3), 
‘Special Campaigns’ (5.4), and ‘Civil Disobedience’ (5.5), all themes which were 
not addressed in the draft. There is no doubt that all these topics were discussed 
at length during the meeting.

The Release of the Document
Two more weeks were necessary to finalise the text of the document. Albert 
Nolan played a major part in this endeavour. Asked whether his role was that of 
an editor in chief, he did not say no.47 His writing style, clear, logical, with short 
sentences, already noticeable in Jesus before Christianity, a book published in 
1976, is recognisable. A draft title page and a table of contents of his handwriting 
are kept in the ICT Archives.48 

Meanwhile, ICT staff members and people involved in the writing of the 
Kairos Document canvassed ‘theologians of the periphery’ for their support. 
The manuscript was handed in to the printer on 13 September 1985.49 In the 
little time still at their disposal – sixteen days minus the time to produce the 
final draft – they collected 111 signatures from priests, pastors, religious sisters 
and lay people from a wide variety of denominations and religious traditions. 
Ndumiso Ngada, an archbishop in the United Independent Believers in Christ, 
for example, was only contacted on 10 September.50 Everything had to be done in 
46 HP, AG2843, G2, appendix to Frank Chikane’s letter of invitation to a meeting due to be held on 30 

August 1985.
47 Albert Nolan, interview conducted by Philippe Denis in Boksburg on 30 April 2016.
48 HP, AG2843, G1.
49 Challenge to the Church. The Kairos Document, 1st edition, September 1985, Preface.
50 AG2843, G3, Frank Chikane to Ndumiso Ngada, 10 September 1985.
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secret. Only trusted people were tasked to approach potential signatories. Using 
the snowball method was deemed too dangerous. Because of these constraints 
people who would have liked to sign, Desmond Tutu for instance, were left out. 
Some activists and theologians, it must be said, chose not to be signatories. Some 
Catholic theologians and some members of the Black Theology movement were 
among those who preferred not to sign.51 Another thirty-one names were added 
by the time of the second impression in October 1985,52 and a further three by 
the time of the fifth impression.53

The analysis of the list of signatories gives an idea of the public which 
supported the Kairos Document at its inception. The group of the 155 signatories 
can be described as multiracial with a majority of whites, multidenominational, 
predominantly clerical and largely male. The majority (141) were priests, pastors 
and ministers of religion. Only a small number (14) asked to be called ‘Mr’ or 
‘Ms’. Close to ninety per cent in the group (138) were men. Only seventeen 
signatories, including four Catholic sisters, were women. Determining the racial 
group of the signatories is more difficult. All we can say is that only a third of 
them (51) had African-sounding names. Those with European-sounding names 
(104) were mostly white but among them there were also coloureds, Indians and 
blacks. The impression is that white people constituted more than half the total of 
subscribers. The signatories belonged to the widest possible variety of churches 
and denominations. Represented in the group were the Anglican Church (30), the 
Methodist Church (24), the Roman Catholic Church (22), the United Church of 
Southern Africa (13), several Reformed (25), Lutheran (16), Presbyterian (11), 
African independent (9) and Pentecostal churches (4) and a Baptist church (1).

The printing of the Kairos Document was entrusted to Springs Advertiser, a 
printing company on the East Rand. Other printers had refused to take on the job, 
by fear of state repression.54 The first run was of 5000 copies, all to be distributed 
free of charge.55 The Kairos Document was officially released at a press conference 
in the ICT office on Wednesday 25 September 1985,56 less than two months after 
the decision had been made to write a theological document on the current crisis 
at the Ipelegeng Centre in Soweto.

51 Jim Cochrane, mail to the author, 12 February 2017. Jim Cochrane was responsible for the collection 
of signatures in the Western Cape.

52 HP, AG2843, G1, Challenge to the Church. The Kairos Document, 1st edition, 2nd impression. 
53 HP, AG2843, G1, Challenge to the Church. The Kairos Document, 1st edition, 5th impression. One of 

the four names of signatories added to the 5th impression was that of Sol Jacob, a Methodist minister, 
but it had already been included in the list of names added to the 2nd impression.

54 Information provided by Joseph Falkiner, a Young Christian Workers chaplain stationed in Springs.
55 HP, AG2843, G2, Institute for Contextual Theology, Quarterly Report, July-September 1985.
56 HP, AG2843, G8, Press release for the press conference, 25 September 1985.
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An Editorial Success
In his doctoral thesis Desmond van der Water, a UCCSA minister teaching at 
the Federal Theological Seminary of Southern African at the time and who later 
became the general secretary of this church, gave a detailed survey, based on the 
ICT Archives, of the reactions and responses to the Kairos Document, nationally 
and internationally, in the period from September 1985 to December 1987.57 Here 
we focus on the writing process of the document. With regard to its immediate 
reception, suffice it to say that it attracted media attention far beyond the confines 
of the Christian churches. The Star of Johannesburg, for example, dedicated to it an 
editorial entitled ‘Theology of the people’ in its 28 September edition.58 Ironically, 
the apartheid regime and the right-wing Christian movements linked to it became, 
through their ill-considered attacks, the Kairos Document’s best promoters. An 
undated document described this phenomenon with some amusement:

When the Kairos Document was released, many people including the signatories expected 
it to be banned immediately. Instead the State has initiated scathing theological attacks 
and given it prime SABC coverage. In protecting State theology and discrediting People’s 
theology, the State has used several conservative church leaders to host television 
programs severely critical of the document including a Network feature subsequently 
called the ‘Gospel of Cliff Saunders’. Christian Mission International, a grouping 
specifically founded to respond to Kairos, condemned the government for allowing its 
publication. ‘We … accuse the South African government of gross neglect … by allowing 
such an anti-Christian, subversive and Satanic inspired document to be released’.59

Thanks to this state-sponsored publicity, and with the support of a vast network 
of anti-apartheid activists inside and outside South Africa, the Kairos Document 
became, in a short time, a must-read for anyone interested in the church’s response 
to apartheid. A second impression was printed in October 1985. By February 1986 
four impressions, of 5000 copies each, had been distributed, and a fifth one, this 
time with a hard cover and an ISBN number, had to be printed. ‘Tens of thousands 
of summaries in English, Zulu, Xhosa, Sotho and Afrikaans are being printed, 
reprinted and distributed,’ the editors proudly announced on the back cover page. 
‘The booklet itself has also been published in London for overseas distribution 
and is presently being translated in French, German and Dutch’.60 Two more 
impressions were printed in the following months, bringing the total number of 
copies of the first edition to 35,000.61 

57 Van der Water, ‘The legacy of a prophetic moment’, 41-78.
58 HP, AG2843, G7, The Star, 28 September 1985, 10, ‘Theology of the People’.
59 HP, AG2843, G2, ‘The Kairos Document’, n.d. A South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) 

journalist, Cliff Saunders, was later accused of having worked for the apartheid-era National Intelligence 
Service for decades.

60 Challenge to the Church. A Theological Comment on Political Crisis in South Africa. The Kairos 
Document, 1st edition, 5th impression, back cover page.

61 The Kairos Document. Challenge to the Church. A Theological Comment on Political Crisis in South 
Africa, 2nd edition, 7th impression (Johannesburg: Skotaville Publishers, 1990), back cover page.
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The Revised Edition
Initially planned for June 1986,62 a second revised edition was released in 
September of the same year.63 On 16 June 1986 a second state of emergency, this 
time country-wide, had been declared, making more difficult and dangerous the 
planning work. In the following weeks both Frank Chikane and Albert Nolan had 
to go into hiding to escape arrest.64 Though a bit slower, the rhythm of impressions 
continued, however, unabated: two in 1986, three in 1987, one in 1989 and one 
in 1990.65 Assuming that the first and second editions had the same run, the total 
number of copies printed in South Africa in the first five years amounted to 70,000.

The process followed for the second edition of the Kairos Document resembled 
the one adopted for the first. The editorial work was entrusted to a ‘Kairos Editorial 
Board’ which included, apart from Frank Chikane, Albert Nolan, Bonganjalo 
Goba and Chris Langefeld who had contributed to the development of the 
Kairos Document from the beginning, theologians and activists such as Klippies 
Kritzinger, Zack Mokhoebo, Frank Kekana and Mike van Graan.66 Albert Nolan’s 
role in the editorial process was discussed at one of the meetings. The Dominican 
theologian, it was said, was ‘doing too much’. To relieve him, Chikane would 
write the preface.67 

As noted in the preface to the second edition, a considerable amount of 
responses was received in the twelve months which separated the releases of the 
first and second editions. They emanated from some of the churches in South 
Africa, from various Christian groups around the country, from people writing in 
their individual capacity and from ‘sister churches’ around the world. The number 
of people who asked to be included in the list of signatories was so high that it 
was thought best no longer to include such a list in the document.68

Not all respondents agreed with the Kairos Document, of course. Some 
criticised it, sometimes sharply.69 Not without pride, the editors of the second 
edition asserted that ‘the document ha[d] generated more discussions and debates 
than any previous theological document in South Africa’. The decision was made, 
however, that ‘no debates on the various themes raised by the first edition [would 
be] entered into’. Only non-essential changes would be made:

62 HP, AG283, G9, Minutes of Kairos Editional Board meeting, 14 April 1986.
63 The Kairos Document, 2nd edition, Preface.
64 Albert Nolan, phone conversation, 13 February 2017. See also Chikane, No Life of My Own, Preface.
65 Chikane, No Life of My Own, back cover page.
66 HP, AG283, G9, Minutes of the Kairos Editional Board meeting, 14 April 1986.
67 HP, AG283, G9, Minutes of the Kairos Editional Board meeting, 14 April 1986.
68 The Kairos Document, 2nd edition, Preface.
69 Van der Water, ‘The legacy of a prophetic moment’, 41-78.
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Because of a desire to keep the document as simple as possible for easy reading by 
ordinary people, the editing of the document was kept to a minimum. Amendments, 
elaborations and additions have been made only where it was absolutely necessary 
for greater clarity. We have tried to maintain the quality of the first edition, its mood, 
sharpness, vigour and simplicity because this is what the signatories and others demanded. 
It had to be left as a prophetic word, a proclamation.70

The first change was the addition of notes, eighteen in total. Some referred to 
biblical texts or modern-day authors. Others clarified the meaning of concepts 
such as state theology (as opposed to apartheid theology), willingness to forgive 
and justice from below. Of particular importance was the note on the difference 
between prophetic theology and people’s theology:

The Kairos Theology itself, signed by theologians, ministers and other church workers, 
and addressed to all who bear the name Christian is a prophetic statement. But the process 
that led to the production of the document, the process of theological reflection and action 
in groups, the involvement of many different people in doing theology was an exercise in 
people’s theology. […] When this people’s theology is proclaimed to others to challenge 
and inspire them, it takes on the character of prophetic theology.71

Only minor changes were made to the introductory chapter (1) and the chapters 
on state theology (2) and church theology (3). Reference was made, for example, 
to ‘all other faiths and religion’ (1) and what the apostle Paul meant by state was 
explained more clearly (2.1). The statement that ‘no reconciliation is possible in 
South Africa without justice’ was made stronger by the addition of the phrase 
‘without the total dismantling of apartheid’ (3.1). A paragraph on the legitimacy 
of the (white) South African state was inserted at the end of the third chapter (3.3). 

If the fifth chapter under the title ‘Challenge to action’ and the conclusion 
remained unchanged, the fourth chapter, which dealt with prophetic theology, 
underwent significant changes. A new section proposed a definition of prophetic 
theology as reading the signs of the times, calling to action, confronting the 
evils of the time, placing emphasis on hope, being deeply spiritual, denouncing 
sin and announcing salvation (4.1). The section ‘Oppression in the Bible’, now 
called ‘Suffering and Oppression the Bible’, was put before ‘Social Analysis’. 
Completely rewritten, it started with a paragraph on suffering in the Bible as 
understood by Black Theology, African Theology and the theology of the African 
Independent Churches, three movements which, in response to some comments, 
were mentioned by name (4.2). The sections on ‘Social Analysis’ (4.3) and 
‘Tyranny’ (4.4) were strengthened and a new section under the title ‘Liberation 
and Hope in the Bible’, with quotes from the Old and New Testaments, was added 
(4.5). The last section under the title ‘A Message of Hope’ was also expanded (4.6).

70 The Kairos Document, 2nd edition, Preface. 
71 The Kairos Document, 2nd edition, Chapter 4, note 15.
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Who Wrote the Kairos Document?
Like the Barmen Declaration and the Belhar Confession, the Kairos Document was 
a collective document but, instead of being the work of professional theologians 
admittedly speaking on behalf of large numbers of church members as these two 
documents were, it resulted from a process involving a large number of people, 
including but not restricted to professional theologians. In July and August 1985 at 
least fifty activists, ministers of religion and theologians wrote papers and took part 
in the meetings which led to the release of the Kairos Document on 25 September 
1985. A few more contributed to the compilation of the second revised edition of 
the document during the course of 1986. More than a hundred and fifty people 
became signatories of the first edition of the Kairos Document and considerably 
more would have become signatories of the second edition if, for lack of space, 
the decision had not been made not to publish their names.

The claim that ‘hundreds’ or ‘thousands’ of people were involved in the 
production of the Kairos Document is a rhetorical exaggeration. What can be 
said, however, in consideration of the atmosphere of urgency which characterised 
the mid-1980s in South Africa is that the activists, ministers of religion and 
theologians who jointly produced the Kairos Document felt closely associated 
with the ‘ordinary people’, those of Soweto for example, when confronted to a 
state which appeared as an implacable oppressor. They had a common cause.

If relatively few people were involved in the production of the Kairos 
Document, many more read it. The first edition of the document was printed 
seven times, totalling 35,000 copies in less than a year. The second edition was 
also printed seven times, between 1986 and 1990. We can assume that many 
copies were not singly-owned and would therefore have circulated, increasing the 
number of readers. For that reason also the Kairos Document can claim to be, if 
not a ‘people’s document’, at least a document which reached a popular audience. 
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“Speak the Speech, I Pray You ... 
Trippingly on the Tongue” (Hamlet 
III. ii): Speaking and Listening as 
Theological Practice
Frank England

 ABSTRACT

How to speak and listen, and how to listen others and oneself into speech, is at issue in 
this article. It seeks to probe how ways of Christian speaking and listening may be re-
envisioned so as to facilitate conversation that listens at a more profound level to others, 
and endeavours subsequently to speak from that otherness – from that to which one has 
listened. Within ecclesial communities – and the Anglican Communion, in particular – 
serious and, at times, irreparable divisions appear to result from, what one may call, an 
inability “to speak listeningly”. 

Introduction
In the Incarnation, God assumed human form. This act affirmed God’s engagement 
with the world – not then and not once, but as always contemporary. The “now” 
is always the time of God’s presence. The “here” is always today’s world in 
which God is present. But the Incarnation is not merely an affirmation of God 
being present in Jesus. It is also an affirmation of God being present in the lives 
of Christians. Here is the now in which God is to be incarnate in the lives, acts, 
and words of Christians. Often, and rightly, the emphasis in this regard refers to 
lives of action, to the undertaking of charitable works, and of being other Christs 
in the world, of possessing, to advert to a prayer attributed to Teresa of Avila, “no 
hands but yours”. But amongst the many challenges and demands that an assent 
to a God who has become incarnate in the world lays upon Christians, is how 
they communicate with one another in human language. 

For such a mode of being Christ in the world focuses on the task of being 
a Christian in words, both in the composing of words to phrase thought, and 
also in the expression of thought in statement, in question, in dialogue, and in 

Frank England, Honorary Research Associate at the University of Cape Town and lecturer 
at the College of the Transfiguration in Grahamstown. <frank@cott.co.za>
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conversational exchange. This sphere of being humanly Christian in words, which 
attends to how one speaks and, as a consequence, how one listens, in order to 
reply – to speak again – appears to be (or, more strongly, is) an often elided or 
suppressed aspect of incarnating God in the world. Rather, not only is it evident 
that dogmatism prevails in speech within many ecclesial communities, which, 
even when it is not intended, results in seemingly definitive pronouncements rather 
than the promise of dialogue; but it also is evident that where there may seem 
to be an openness to the examination of words, there appears little concentrated 
focus upon expressive clarity, graphic acuteness and imaginative creativity. If 
the former may be a little less obvious within those churches which claim to 
represent and, indeed, embrace a broad range of views on biblical, doctrinal and 
contextual issues, then the latter may be noticeable in most churches, especially 
in their assemblies and synod meetings. 

Advertence to words, and to deliberating upon speech, largely seems to be 
avoided. Regrettably, all too frequently not only do clichés and “hip” street-
corner lingo abound in sermons, but also, to be fashionable, statements by 
Christian leaders and even official Church reports similarly appear to display 
an unawareness of the complexity of speaking Christianity with a profound 
seriousness, if a “hearing” is to be found in an inattentive world.1 For the critical 
energy required in the discernment of “saying”, of how best to craft what to say, 
and the consciousness of how one’s saying may be heard and listened to, demands 
a mindfulness, which entails an ascēsis, a dedicated training of the self, for the 
deliberative task of becoming increasingly word conscious in a highly tuned 
and responsive manner. The issue of speaking Christianity humanly and in a 
responsible manner, particularly within global ecclesial communities, remains 
central to any age and time, and the question does not change: How does the 
Christian and, importantly, the Christian leader, conduct a dialogue between, on 
the one hand, the Gospel proclamation and the Church’s doctrinal teaching, and, 
on the other hand, those resultant construals in today’s world with its contemporary 
challenges? This question – it is somewhat surprising that it needs to be stated 
repeatedly – always is undertaken in the current context.

The issue of how to interpret – of how to speak into presents and futures by 
engaging with an active and “interested” past – is the task of hermeneutics in the 
Christian tradition. But every tradition, in its activity of “handing over” (traditio) 
that which it has received (1 Corinthians 11: 23), the depositum fidei, and with 
which it dialogues, is engaged in a contemporary sense-making practice. In the 
Christian community down the centuries to the present, the scholarly hermeneutical 

1 An important feature in the missionary task of the bishop, notes Paul Avis in Becoming a Bishop: A 
Theological Handbook of Episcopal Ministry (London: Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2015), 26, is to 
proclaim the Gospel message “in intelligent, credible persuasive ways”. 
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practice continues to be undertaken in the theological exchanges in the lecture 
halls and in the academic journals, in an endeavour to capture, clarify, and 
elucidate its tradition of learning.2 But if it is to generate a collective wisdom, 
then its “propositional reasoning” must include “insight and intuition, [and] 
metaphorical suggestiveness”,3 so that theological discourse speaks its wisdom 
into live contexts and its theology may become incarnate in human lives.4 If this 
is so, then the logos of Theos – both its language and its grammar – requires an 
on-going ancillary examination, which asks: How do Christians speak? How do 
Christians listen? How do Christians exchange their views? 

Theology as the Redemption of Language
The conscious awareness not merely of how one uses, but, more significantly, 
of how one may use, Christian discourse, one proposes, ought to be the constant 
companion of the theologian. This includes focusing attentively not merely 
upon the language of theology, but also upon its grammar, which structures the 
possibility of conversation, of speaking and of listening, in order to respond – to 
speak in reply. Being alert to the levels of discourse formation, and discourse 
enunciation,5 is part of the vocation of the theologian – at least, as one has come 
to understand it – which one may express as the endeavour to redeem language.

At present, the task is not to explore what one perceives as the wider opus 
2 Anthony Thiselton’s works, The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical 

Description with Special Reference to Heidegger, Bultmann, Gadamer, and Wittgenstein (Exeter: 
Paternoster, 1980), New Horizons in Hermeneutics (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 
1992), and Hermeneutics: An Introduction (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2009) provide 
comprehensive accounts and assessments of the theories which inform interpretation, and the 
variety of methods employed. However, it ought to be emphasised that earlier – “pre-modern” 
– and also later – postmodern and, importantly, postcolonial – modes of biblical and theological 
interpretation, which emphasise that theological truth is multi-layered, perhaps too often summarily 
are dismissed (especially, the former), or remain marginal (particularly, the latter). An account 
of the “self-subverting” and paradoxical nature of theological language in the earlier centuries 
is recalled ably by Denys Turner in The Darkness of God: Negativity in Christian Mysticism 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 22-26.

3 In her revised Bampton Lectures of 2011, God’s Presence: A Contemporary Recapitulation of 
Early Christianity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), Frances Young states that “[i]n 
Christian theology the Word of God and the Wisdom of God are together incarnated in Jesus Christ. 
The Word may represent language ... Wisdom open-ended possibilities ... The True theologian will 
image Christ in holding these together” (193). 

4 As Rowan Williams states in On Christian Theology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), 15: “Talking 
theologically, talking of how religion avoids becoming the most dramatically empty and power-
obsessed discourse imaginable, is necessary and difficult”. 

5 Michel Foucault, in L’archéologie du savoir (Paris: Gallimard, 1969), illustrates the detailed 
manner in which discourses are established and revised.
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theologi, or to revisit or revise established hermeneutical principles and encroach 
upon the territory of their scholarly evaluation. Rather, and somewhat obliquely, 
it is to begin to probe the earnest of conversation, of the interpretive task as a 
consciously human and “live” endeavour amongst Christians, and in which the 
complexity of this practice is perceived when the detailed, and often delicately 
nuanced, conversational negotiations of speaking meaningfully are foregrounded. 
For, although it is hardly inappropriate to recognise the significance of the actions 
of the Christian – for by one’s deeds one is known (Luke 6: 43) – nevertheless, to 
write and to speak may be the revealing of the inner person (6: 45) who performs 
the good actions. Thus, the concern with language and conversational exchange 
highlights a practice which also is an activity. And this is because, in a real sense 
for the Christian, one’s speech is one’s action. Ultimately, Christian speech ought 
to change lives. The discipline of attentive speaking and listening provides the 
means to articulate how Christians behave and should behave – indeed, how they 
continue to be made holy in the truth (John 17: 17), and how they demonstrate 
their love for one another in their patterning of Christ’s life (15: 12-17).

The mere fact that an awareness that one’s speech about, and one’s listening to, 
God and the things of God are one’s own spoken words and one’s own endeavours 
to listen sub specie humanitatis, already should engender a humility that allows 
one to speak and to listen into God’s freedom (to phrase this rather awkwardly, 
but perhaps accurately), and which, emphatically, is God’s, and not one’s own, 
freedom. And because one acknowledges this creaturely inadequacy, so one 
also is aware that speaking and listening are conditioned by the other person’s 
freedom, and which, again, is that person’s, and not one’s own, freedom to listen 
and to respond, to speak in reply. Conscious of the serious nature of such a task 
means that if the Gospel and the Church’s doctrines are to speak to the world 
– that is, if, as noted earlier, the Incarnation (the claim that “God is with us”) 
always is contemporary – then the theological endeavour to engage with Scripture 
and the Church’s tradition in the now of the present cannot be one of servile 
and passive repetition. And if both the scrutiny of, and also the engagement in, 
conversational practice is a necessary task of the theologian, then, likewise, the 
Church’s teaching may not be veiled as oracular pronouncements of definitive 
and unquestionable dogmatism. However, this is not to licence a profligacy of 
utterance – where, simply, anything may be said – because current theological 
interpretation reflects upon and critically revisits the “live” tradition in which 
the hermeneutical practice itself resides. And for as long as a tradition – and here 
the Christian tradition of scriptural interpretation, of doctrinal and systematic 
teaching, of liturgical and spiritual practices, and of forms of social engagement 
– remains “live”, that is, that a particular tradition continues to shape and inform 
the mode of constructing meaningful human lives, then it will employ a corpus of 
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established and/or preferred protocols of interpretation. But if the tradition is “live” 
and continues to facilitate such a conversational practice of speech and listening, 
then the hermeneutic principles themselves will be subject to interrogation as to 
whether or not they demonstrate an ability to continue to structure and interpret the 
dialogic exchanges and their dissensions in the present. In the on-going practice 
of conversation, an indication of their failure in this regard becomes evident at 
the “points when recognition fails ... [and] then the question arises of whether 
there is any reality left in maintaining communion”, an issue raised by Rowan 
Williams in an address to the Lambeth Conference of Anglican Bishops in 1998. 
Rather than summarily answering, “No, there is not!” he warns that “[t]his is a 
serious matter on which generalizations are useless. All we can do is be wary of 
self-dramatization, wary of broad-brush rhetoric”,6 which either is dismissive or 
elides real disagreement.7 

In fact, it may be claimed that the vitality – the health – of a tradition may 
be assessed not by the quantity of its fractious polemic, but by the quality of its 
reasoned arguments about the issues that most obstinately are in dispute – both 
their subjects and the modes with which the most disputatious issues are engaged 
discursively. For any “live” tradition that is “in good order ... is always partially 
constituted by an argument about the goods [of that tradition, and] the pursuit of 
which gives to that tradition its particular point and purpose”.8 But the creative 
promise of any tradition cannot be maintained unless the internal debate also is 
informed by alternative traditions of human well-being and meaning. Although 
profound internal critical engagement may be able to engender the formulation 
of highly sophisticated and technical discourses, and produce an enhancement of 
cultural practices and masterly artefacts; nevertheless, precisely because contexts 
are incarnational in the present, so they are changing. Resistance to engage with 
the inconstancy of necessary contextual modification by other traditions, what 
MacIntyre calls “rival traditions”,9 may lead to the ossification of one’s own 

6 Rowan Williams, “On Making Moral Decisions”, Anglican Theological Review 81, no. 2 (1999), 
295-308: 306-307.

7 With reference to global Anglican dialogue, Ellen Wondra recently stated that “all Anglicans must 
... recognize that disagreement is an inherent part of communion, at least until the Kingdom comes. 
Such recognition implies the need to develop wise practices of negotiation, persuasion, influence, 
and disagreement” (“The Importance of Moral Authority: Reflections on Current Events in the 
Anglican Communion”, Anglican Theological Review 98, no. 3 (2016), 533-543: 543.

8 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, 2nd ed. (London: Duckworth, 1985), 222. 
9 Even if, as Roger Smith argues, “[t]here is no objective rightness about any particular narrative 

... [and] [t]he judgement of rightness is a judgement of what is right within the way of life which 
the [particular] narrative helps to make sense of” (Being Human: Historical Knowledge and the 
Creation of Human Nature (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 190, Alasdair MacIntyre, 
in Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (London: Duckworth, 1988), 394-398, demonstrates the 
necessity of engaging with other traditions, because they critically validate one’s own tradition. 
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tradition, so that the normative standards and principles by which human life is 
ordered become the exclusive and non-negotiable ones. Such rigidity ultimately 
denies the enrichment of meaning in human lives, and it constrains growth and 
development across the many interlocking spheres – cultural, social, political, 
economic, and religious – that constitute any one tradition. And precisely because 
a tradition and its goods occur in contexts that are in via, limitations cannot be 
imposed upon modes of reflective thought which consider the traditions of others 
and, significantly, the manner in which they may modify and enhance one’s own 
tradition. 

Anglicans and the Pursuit of a Listening Conversation
Within an increasingly fractured global Anglican Communion, in which some find 
the inherited formulations of Church teaching and doctrine inadequate, and in 
which others appear seamlessly to re-read biblical injunctions into the incarnational 
now, a sense of rivalry has emerged within the Communion – a rivalry at once deep 
and increasingly intransigent. In this global Church, it may not be too insistent 
to state that dialogue of the most profound kind is required if it is to endure in a 
modestly recognizable form. With the rivalries progressively entrenched, what 
form should conversation take and what structures may be required for dialogue? 
More specifically, with an uncompromising obduracy evident on the part of some 
– perhaps many – is there a willingness to begin engaging in a conversational 
practice that, owing to the degree of estrangement, must permit the expression 
of profoundly dissentient views?10

Rather than beginning with the informing constituents of Anglicanism 
– Scripture, Tradition, and Reason – it may not be unhelpful to begin with 
Experience. Not, however, with “experience” as it too often is invoked; that is, 
as the reason for differences tout court, or “experience” merely as something 
practical. To respond to what currently and all too frequently appears to emerge 

This entails acquiring the discursive practices of those traditions as “second first languages”, 
and of exercising a dramatic imagination in order to enter those rival traditions, so as to evaluate 
subsequently one’s own tradition and to assess its need of change. 

10 This is evident in Christopher Brittain’s recent study, A Plague on Both Their Houses: Liberal 
vs. Conservative Christians and the Divorce of the Episcopal Church USA (London: Bloomsbury 
T & T Clark, 2015). Britain, an Anglican priest and Senior Lecturer in Practical Theology at the 
University of Aberdeen in the United Kingdom, focuses on the Diocese of Pittsburgh, USA, in 
order to probe the reasons for the fractures within The Episcopal Church of the United States of 
America. Interviewees express trenchant and, not infrequently, less than charitable views, often 
returning to the Bible in order “to prove” their viewpoint. There appears little sense of an Anglican 
Theological Method which endeavours to reason scripturally within the received tradition in one’s 
context.
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as embittered and factional discontent within Anglicanism, one may begin in a 
traditional Anglican manner by probing dialogically, and in a multidimensional 
conversation, the meaning of Scripture and the teaching of the Tradition, 
with a heightened consciousness that different contextual informants – both 
known and unknown – undergird the various perspectives of the interlocutors, 
including one’s own.11 Augmenting the earlier thought of Rowan Greer and the 
former archbishop of Cape Town, Njongonkulu Ndungane, Gerald West rightly 
emphasises that, not only are “tradition, reason, and experience ... socially located”, 
and, significantly, that “[t]hey are each contextual”, but also that contexts have 
multiplied dramatically “in Anglicanism since the sixteenth century”.12 Such an 
initial awareness engenders the requisite humility that no one perspective is ever 
the whole perspective. Cognisant of this diversity of contextual views – of the 
spectrum of “experience” – the result of any theological conversation cannot 
be predetermined. If, rightly, it is to Scripture and the Tradition that one turns 
in attentive study, then, importantly, it also is as one always mindful of their 
contextual formation, and that any and all human conclusions, including one’s 
own, are provisional and corrigible. Not only does one listen to Scripture and 
the Tradition, but one also interrogates them for answers to – or, perhaps more 
accurately, for a direction towards engaging in dialogue with – one’s incarnational 
context, in which one is hopeful of presenting, what may be no more than, 
temporary resolutions to the pressing and urgent problems and issues of one’s 
current world.

Thus, as a Communion, and as unconscionable as it may appear, Anglicans 
must acknowledge that they reside in an acrimonious arena in which recalling 
and revisiting the mode or modes of Anglican speech appear pressing. But what 
Anglican language or languages are to be employed, when the range of diverse 
informants and consequent perspectives amongst speakers is so wide, and the 
inherent probability of intractable disagreement over some matters, and even 

11 David Ford was involved as a leader of bible study groups and as a theological advisor both to the 
Lambeth Conference of 1998, and to the successive meetings of the Anglican Primates until 2003. 
In Shaping Theology: Engagements in a Religious and Secular World (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 
Ford describes this experience as “centred in worship, the primary locus for reading scripture 
together. It grows out of intensive, respectful conversation in community, conversation around both 
scripture and the issues of the church and world. It is alert to the varied modes of interpretation 
in the tradition and in the contemporary church and academy and it appreciates the abundance 
of meaning in Scripture. It is imaginative and compassionate in understanding and assessing the 
interpretations of others. It recognizes the immersion in messy history both of the biblical characters 
and authors and of the whole intricate and conflictual tradition of interpretation, including 
ourselves” (original emphasis, 64). 

12 Gerald West, “The Bible”, in The Oxford Handbook of Anglican Studies, edited by Mark D. 
Chapman, Sathianathan Clarke and Martyn Percy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 359-
371: 361.
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possible further schism, are present? And, more pertinent to this article, what 
climate of conversational interaction is conducive to speaking a form of Anglican 
Christianity that, not only is heard, but also, more crucially, is listened to? 

It may be proposed that, in the cause of any productive results emerging, 
restrictive barriers ought not to be placed upon what may be said. Likewise, 
the remit of topics ought not to be foreclosed upon without full consent of the 
interlocutors. Nor should a range of prior convictions about what may be principal 
and non-negotiable, and secondary and negotiable, matters be asserted too rigidly. 
Aspiring to a hopeful engagement about a faith which professes that love is at its 
centre (1 Cor 13: 13), the interlocutors must be committed to engage in a listening 
conversation, rather than uttering insistent and peremptory statements with an 
oracular zealotry from entrenched positions – whether those be Anglo-Catholic, 
Evangelical, or, indeed, Liberal positions. And even though, unfortunately, news 
of condemnatory declarations and acrimonious responses is all too frequent 
nowadays, when love is the goal (14: 1), then being faithful and hopeful in spite of 
deep, even somewhat caustic, divisions is not alien to the Anglican Communion. 
For a member of this Church scarcely can be unaware that the Anglican Church 
always has resisted definitive magisterial declarations, which, for some, is its 
most deplorable weakness, whilst, for others, is its most praiseworthy strength.13 
Rather one may venture that, at its best, Anglicanism has exercised a respectful 
and nuanced reticence – what one may call a holy and prayerful thoughtfulness 
– which, somewhat regrettably, seems to elude a number of those currently in 
episcopal and other leadership positions.

The Importance of Reception 
What appears to escape too many of the decision-makers is that synodical 
pronouncements are not tested as to their durable validity within the walls of the 
ecclesiastical assemblies. On the contrary, their on-going and corrigible reception 
occurs in the material sites of pastoral ministry, where the teaching is received and 
tested as to its faithfulness to the rituals and rites of common worship, and as to 
its ability to meet the requirements of situations of pastoral celebration and frailty. 

13 In his classic study, The Spirit of Anglicanism: A Survey of Anglican Theological Method in the 
Seventeenth Century (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1965), H. R. McAdoo summarises this 
method which, during more admirable periods, may be found to continue to inform Anglicans, “as 
standing apart from Roman Catholicism, from Calvinism ... from Puritanism ... That there were 
many reasons, historical, doctrinal and political, for the situation is obvious, but beneath the surface 
was the feeling for the via media which was not in its essence compromised or an intellectual 
expedient but a quality of thinking, an approach in which elements usually regarded as mutually 
exclusive were seen to be in fact complementary” (312).
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Unless synod decisions faithfully engage the liturgical practices of the gathered 
Church,14 and are relevant to the exercise of priestly duties in the parishes, they 
will not be received as the consensus fidelium and assume authority; and in most, 
if not all Anglican provinces, the bishops may find it constitutionally difficult to 
insist upon their acceptance.15 At the local level, the formulations of Anglican 
teaching gain traction and become informative, even instructive, when they cohere 
with the liturgical and pastoral patterns of contextual ministry. 

Attentiveness to the other in the daily round of parish life, a daily round which 
for clergy includes being bound to the recitation of the Daily Office,16 tests being 
Anglican in live situations of on-going reception.17 Although the liturgical worship 
of a parish is undertaken in situ, the use of shared patterns of common worship 
reminds the community that its local practice is embedded in a worshipping global 
communion. Remaining cognisant of this wider bond ought to foster not only the 
requisite humility within any local parish that, for as long as it is Anglican, it is 
answerable to others beyond its context; but also, owing to the dispersed nature 
of Anglican authority, the requisite yielding of any established wider “governing 
structures” to the practices and experiences of the local community. If this local-
global dialectic is emphasised, then it should encourage dialogue upon which 
summary foreclosure is withheld, for it emphasises that no one person (whether 
ordained or lay) perceives God’s purposes for the Church sub specie aeternitatis, 
but rather that each does so from a corrigible place sub specie humanitatis – that 
neither any one view nor any one statement are those of God, but of men and 
women seeking to know and love God faithfully. The point, it appears, repeatedly 
needs to be laboured: One’s own understanding and interpretation of the Gospel 
14 The phrase “faithfully engage” purposefully allows for both liturgical reform and a certain latitude 

in liturgical expression.
15 As Jeffrey Driver notes in A Polity of Persuasion: Gift and Grief of Anglicanism (Cambridge: 

Lutterworth Press, 2014), 17: “For Anglicans, the experience of authority is ... Scripture as 
the authoritative record and ultimate standard of faith ... defined in the Creeds and through ... 
continuous theological study, mediated through the ministry of Word and Sacraments and ... 
verified by the witness of the saints and the consensus fidelium”. 

16 Thus An Anglican Prayer Book 1989 (Jeppestown: HarperCollins, 1989), 41, authorised for use 
in the Anglican Church of Southern African, issues under its “General Rubrics” (1) the following 
instruction: “Unless prevented by sickness or some other grave cause, all ordained ministers are to 
pray daily, privately or publicly, Morning and Evening Prayer, according to the Book of Common 
Prayer or the South African Prayer Book, or the following Offices [of the APB 1989]. Those present 
at the Eucharist may omit the Office belonging to that part of the day”.

17 Writing of the marginalization of the established Church of England in a secular society in The 
Identity of Anglicanism: Essentials of Anglican Ecclesiology (London: T&T Clark, 2007), 193, Paul 
Avis emphasises the importance of Anglicanism’s commitment to embed its ministry in the lives 
of parishioners where they live: “We should demonstrate that we value, indeed prize, the ordinary 
parochial way of being a Christian, where the life of the Church and the life of the local community 
interpenetrate”.
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and the Church’s teaching – as bishop or theologian, priest or layperson, diocese or 
parish – always remains a partial view and is dependent upon one’s own fractured 
and very human faculties, talents, abilities, and experiences.

In this sense, Anglicans – and one may be too optimistic here – more so 
than other doctrinaire forms of Christianity, are continuously actively engaged 
in the practice of reception, which is a perennial conversation that is informed 
by Scripture, liturgical obligations, pastoral experience and theological study 
of the Tradition, and which is undertaken in this present time and place, using 
Reason. This pastoral and theological engagement accepts the task of contextually 
reviewing, augmenting, even – and here one may meet formidable opposition – 
rescinding past aspects of Church teaching and practice. Reception is a live process, 
and although it admits procedures which allow for the revision and alteration of 
the decisions which prelates and synods once so stridently asserted, the response 
of the faithful, duly weighed, ought not to exclude the possibility of rejecting 
decisions previously taken. If reception is an acknowledged procedural process 
within Anglicanism, then where the decision-making ought to reside about what 
is or is not “received” in a global communion rightly is a matter of present debate 
within Anglicanism.18 As these deliberations continue, one proposes that special 
meetings of the Primates of the Communion, although not without importance, 
also are not sufficient in themselves to promote a depth of conversation that is 
required in a fragmented and increasingly fractured Church.19 Discovering the 
Christian and Anglican humanity of a fellow archbishop or bishop – as indeed on 
other levels of engagement – requires a more profound comprehension of modes 
of knowing, listening to, and speaking. 

Therefore, the relationship between the various levels of Anglican decision-

18 The Lambeth Commission on Communion was established in October 2003 by the Archbishop of 
Canterbury to report on “the canonical understandings of the communion, impaired and broken 
communion, and the ways in which provinces of the Anglican Communion may relate to one 
another in situations where the ecclesiastical authorities of one province feel unable to maintain 
the fullness of communion with another part of the Anglican Communion” (The Winsor Report, 
London: Anglican Communion Office, 2004), 13. Reception is primarily dealt with in Sections 
67-70. Appendix Two contains “Proposal for the Anglican Covenant”. The Archbishop of Adelaide, 
Jeffrey Driver, considers this “Draft Covenant”, which has yet to be ratified, as shifting the 
decision-making away from the autonomous Provinces to the “Instruments of Unity” (Polity of 
Persuasion, 80-83).

19 As Martyn Percy, in “Emergent Archiepiscopal Leadership within the Anglican Communion”, 
Journal of Anglican Studies 14, no. 1 (2015), 46-70, has observed, personal relationships that are 
not embedded within an understanding of the institutional Church do not necessarily advance 
unity within the wider body. Nor does managerial bureaucratic tightening fronted by charismatic 
styles of leadership witness to the catholicity of the Church, where “achieving ecclesial consensus 
or direction is an elusive, slow and stuttering process” (68) (also see Paula Nesbitt, “Doctrine”, 
Anglican Studies, 384-399: 396-397).
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making, and the degree of local acceptance by the faithful, demands more careful 
scrutiny. It is precisely because this dialectic involves conversation, dialogue, and 
debate in and through a successive intercurrence of engagements with one another, 
that gradually – but often not without a residual opaqueness – the exchanges 
begin to disclose the patterns that have emerged from liturgical practice, pastoral 
experience, and theological and biblical reflection, and which shape other, and 
sometimes quite contrary, aspects of belief and forms of practice to one’s own. 
This initiates an awareness of the contextual informants and the locative nature of 
participation. Thus, in speech and in listening, it is the unfamiliar disclosures that 
require more judicious and deliberative articulation, and it is these that are to be 
listened to more attentively. An additional and crucial self-reflective examination 
of one’s own speech is demanded, because the “tone” of one’s own utterances, all 
too frequently, is not consciously heard by the speakers themselves.20 

Notwithstanding the marked distinctions within the Anglican arena, in 
conversation, dialogue, and debate, there is – or ought to be – in the pledge of 
being Anglican, a commitment to this particular ecclesial community, and an 
endeavour to seek what this means in an ever-changing and demanding world in 
which God is incarnate now. If this is so, then the initial situation of talking and 
listening about things Anglican is circumscribed both by the pledge of belonging 
to one Christian community rather than to another, and also by the commitment 
to endeavour to maintain some form of ecclesial unity within the worldwide and 
multifarious Anglican Communion. And precisely because reception is a perennial 
revisionary practice within Anglicanism, with consequences which are not always 
insignificant, being Anglican, one proposes, should commence – and, probably, 
should end – not in speech. Rather, it should begin by – and probably, often, or 
perhaps always, should conclude with – listening to others; indeed, listening to 
others speak from the strange Anglican otherness of their situations and contexts. 
It also means that what may appear to be incoherent speech ought not to be 
dismissed. On the contrary, this is where “interpretive work” is required, as the 
listener probes the halting utterances of one’s interlocutors for their expressions 
of purpose.21 And because, primarily, this is a practice of listening, it begins to 

20 In the ensuing conflict about same-sex relationships, Ross Kane (“Tragedies of Communion: 
Seeking Reconciliation amid Colonial Legacies”, Anglican Theological Review 97, no. 3 (2015), 
391-412, detects a perspectival and tonal superiority in the statements of the General Conventions 
of 2003 and 2006: “The aloof white gaze of the [USA] Episcopal Church’s carefully crafted 
statements took place within a context of other far more inflammatory ones, thereby exacerbating 
unintended neo-colonialisms” (403). The final chapter of Kevin Ward’s book, A History of Global 
Anglicanism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006) addresses the issues of colonialism 
and culture. 

21 In Dostoevsky: Language, Faith, and Fiction (London: Continuum, 2008), Rowan Williams records 
a conversation between the novelist and his later biographer, in which Dostoevsky insists “if there 
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empower the listener – to change the metaphor – to view the beliefs that others 
hold, and the rituals and rites they practice, through the lenses of a viewpoint other 
than one’s own. At its most demanding and extreme, this is a commitment to listen 
with patience – a form, perhaps, of the suffering love both of the Incarnation itself, 
and also of the incarnational now of Christians who are called to love.22 In this 
exposed and often stressful situation and activity, it is speaking listeningly – that 
is to say, that the words subsequently uttered diligently are embedded with what 
one has listened to – that empowers conversation to facilitate exchanges about 
potentially more schismatic subjects. When attentive and probing listening is 
embedded purposefully in one’s speech, then speech listens in order to learn and, 
by doing so, shapes becoming human in a shared world in which comprehension 
is conversationally sought rather than posited as known.23

But engaging with those with whom one finds communication most difficult 
may not arise simply because of fundamental disagreements about the beliefs held. 
Indeed, the global breadth of the Anglican Communion and the disparities within it 
must also admit that, in some situations, the common language of exchange itself 
may be too rudimentary, so that the translatability of the discourse may be subject 
to deep misunderstandings and, therefore, require persistent requests for revision 
– but, notably, it is revision rather than rejection. In such situations, which do 
exist in the Communion, the only manner of engagement is one which both listens 
intently to the other and also hesitates summarily to reply, by purposefully resisting 
embarking upon premature strategies of persuasion. A determined restraint from 
telling others what they must believe, how they must be Anglican Christians, or 
of prematurely advising others to accept one’s own point of view is demanded 
during such encounters, because the fundamental procedures – not of hearing 
another but of listening to another – require their own careful establishment, so 
as to inaugurate a dialogue which trusts in its conversational practices.

Cognisant of the erosion of “collegial listening” at the Lambeth Conference in 

is a logical incoherence in what someone is saying, you have to ask what, beneath the surface of the 
words, is going on” (134).

22 W. H. Vanstone’s The Stature of Waiting (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1982) explores the 
impassible God, who has suffered, and the form that suffering love takes in the lives of Christians. 
The transition to the stature of patient waiting, which has discovered love, is captured graphically 
by Vanstone (1982: 96-98) when the imprisoned Raskolnikov finds himself waiting for Sonya 
in Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment. The issue of God’s passibility has exercised Anglican 
theology particularly, perhaps owing to its sacramental commitment to, and the experience of, local 
pastoral ministry (see Jürgen Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom of God: The Doctrine of God 
(London: SCM, 1981), 30-36. 

23 Rowan Williams, in The Edge of Words: God and the Habits of Language (London: Bloomsbury, 
2014), refers to the manner in which “[l]earning to become human” also is facilitated by serious 
engagement with the fictional worlds of the words and actions of characters in serious novels and 
dramatic works (139).
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1998, a decade later an “indaba” format was employed which, Paula Nesbitt claims, 
has “deepened understanding, bringing greater appreciation for differing cultural 
contexts” and, as a consequence, has presented itself “as a model to be shared 
more widely in the Anglican Communion”.24 This encouraging development, 
however, is tinged with a shadowed awareness that a significant number of bishops 
not only refused to attend the 2008 Lambeth Conference, but also inaugurated 
their own alliance at a meeting in Jerusalem.25 What both (or all three) of these 
conferences demonstrate is that if a genuine and durable conversational peace 
may be brokered, then attempts to employ styles of persuasive rhetoric, which 
themselves are structured contextually would, at best, merely generate a thin veneer 
of cursory agreement; and, a fortiori, efforts to assert dogmatic conformity and 
conditional adherence would be precipitate, and they would appear to be partial 
and rather desperate.

Rather, where evident and perhaps fundamental disagreement appears to 
prevail, what is required first is for an interlocutor to investigate why it is that others 
subscribe to beliefs and practices which seem not only different from, but possibly 
also contrary to, one’s own. However, instead of initially directing one’s inquiry 
to the other person, this initial inquiry must be directed at oneself: What does one 
know about those beliefs and practices? What does one know of the pastoral reality 
and theological reflections that inform them or through which they have arisen? 
Does one really know enough about these brothers and sisters in Christ – their 
situations and theologizing – to hear their views, even before beginning to listen 
to their views? Is one able or even prepared, at least imaginatively, to enter into 
their socio-cultural milieux? Has one embarked upon a conceptual encounter with 
the social and cultural traditions that have structured their beliefs and practices, so 
as to render any helpful comment at all? Second – and before justifying why one 
may reject the statements of others – it entails asking, rather, why one’s own words 
may be rejected; why one’s own arguments may appear foreign and strange to 
one’s interlocutor. Amongst others, the following questions may be considered: Are 
these positions that one holds, and which, perhaps too hastily, one has presumed 
are self-evident, quite as consistent, clear, and obviously reasonable as one would 
like to think? Does one’s own speech – one’s own position – contain within it 
flaws and contradictions that make its reception difficult, and of which one is not 
cognisant? Is one’s case set out as logically as one has assumed? Third, all too 
often lurking behind these conversational obstacles are assumptions – political 
and cultural, but also particular forms of rational argumentation and their own 
inherent epistemologies – which, quite possibly, will undermine the promise of 

24 Nesbitt, “Doctrine”, Anglican Studies, 395.
25 Mark D. Chapman, Sathianathan Clarke and Martyn Percy, “Introduction”, Anglican Studies, 1-18: 

15-16.
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irenic exchanges unless examined. This cluster of questions focuses upon modes 
of knowing and being – of epistemologies and ontologies – that demand the closest 
and most profound forms of scrutiny: How does one come to know what one claims 
to know? What mode or modes of logic dictate the forms of one’s discourse and 
argument? What model of knowledge and its way of structuring one’s articulation 
constrain – impose the limits upon – one’s concepts and their words?26

All of these self-challenging questions are required if trustful and honest 
conversation is to be embarked upon and, more significantly, to lead to a durable 
and sustained dialogue within a body such as the Anglican Communion. The final 
set of questions may well constitute the essential site where the Communion’s 
theologians ought to be engaged because, to state this with deliberate iteration, 
the modes of thinking theologically are informed by the modes of thinking 
theologically, which, ultimately, are informed by modes of structuring thought – 
those “conceptual schemes” and their “value judgements” that constitute forms 
of “cognitive rationality”,27 and which, within the Communion, may well be 
diverse. Thus, theological pronouncements, declarations, and statements also 
require the prior recognition that, quite probably, it is the diverse ways in which 
thought is shaped, formed, and informed, and the diverse modes of thinking 
argumentatively, that result in the different theological positions which they 
contain. As a result, it may be crucial to raise an awareness of the process of 
speaking, which concomitantly entails a deliberate examination of the return 
from theological utterance to theological thought, and thence to the mode of 
formulating the thought which is articulated.28 This would mean embarking upon 
an engagement with one another at a much deeper level of reality in order to know 
the way of knowing of the other – that is to say, knowing how the other thinks about 
thinking theologically – which includes beginning to know the way of actually 
being others through becoming aware of their epistemological and ontological 
realities. These deeply challenging questions compel one to interrogate oneself, 
not only about one’s own position, or merely to demonstrate how one has arrived 
at it, but also to inquire of the very methods which structure one’s utterances – that 
is, to disclose how one thinks about thinking, which concerns an inquiry about 
the mode of thought which structures the way in which one thinks theologically.

This advertence to the networks which shape epistemologies would be consonant 

26 To refer to Ludwig Wittgenstein: “When a sentence is called senseless”, it may be found that “a 
combination of words is being excluded from the language, withdrawn from circulation”, with the 
result that the boundaries of the particular “language game” may require revisiting and probable 
expansion, in order to facilitate understanding. (Philosophical Investigations. Revised 4th edition 
by P. M. S. Hacker and Joachim Schulte. Oxford: Blackwell, 2009, 147e: 500). 

27 Hilary Putnam’s phrases, quoted by Smith, Being Human, 190.
28 Theology, like philosophy for Wittgenstein, includes the “struggle against the bewitchment of our 

understanding by the resources of our language” (Philosophical Investigations, 52e: 109).
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with the inherent nature of Anglicanism, which comprises an acknowledgement 
of the experiential and contextual sitedness of the various modes of reason by 
which Scripture is read and interpreted meaningfully through a Tradition which 
itself is contextual at every stage. Perhaps this awareness commands rather than 
merely “calls us to become attentive to the distinctive features of our interpretive 
practice[s]”.29 But such a realization constitutes formidable challenges to as 
global, broad, and – hopefully still remaining – generous an ecclesial community 
as Anglicanism, because it raises intensely searching questions as to procedure: 
Which form of reason would be appropriate? Whose reason is reasonable? Or, 
more appositely in the plural: Which reasons? Whose reasons? What counts as 
reasonable? And as necessary as these questions may be, they may not further 
the cause of mutual listening and speaking unless, concomitantly, one asks: What 
form, or forms, of reasoning may prevail amongst the various reasons in order 
to facilitate listening and speaking?30 For, as Martin Jay recently noted, “rather 
than being a faculty of the individual mind, reasoning is a social activity between 
or among people who offer and consider arguments”, 31 and any appeal to the 
singular governance of the rationality of the reasons proffered is itself dependent 
upon a prior appeal to a definition of the rational, whether to the ancients of the 
classical world – Plato or Aristotle – to the theological tradition – Augustine 
or Thomas – to the Enlightenment – to Kant – or later to Habermas,32 or to 
indigenous knowledge systems.33 And it is precisely because these questions and 
their problematics are, at once, so profound and sensitive that it has been proposed 
that, unless ecclesial assemblies found their processes upon speaking listeningly 
within spaces of quite deliberate and silent hesitation, and from a disciplined and 
practised reluctance precipitately to reply, little redemptive power may remain of 
a church or a communion’s theological language – of its discourse about God, and 
of its discourse about incarnating Christ in the now of the contemporary world.

When such arduous projects – and they are projects – of confronting the 
conduits of thought are embarked upon, then the structural underpinnings of 
29 West, “Bible”, 367.
30 Janet Trisk, who, in “Authority, Theology, and Power” (Anglican Studies, 608 – 619), is particularly 

sensitive to the abuses of authority and power in the Church, draws on the South African Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission hearings to ask whether “[i]t is possible that an Anglican ‘Truth 
Commission’ might allow people of diverse theological, geographic, and social contexts to listen to 
one another, to confess abuses of power, and to seek reconciliation?” (618) 

31 Martin Jay, Reason after Its Eclipse: On Late Critical Theory (Madison: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 2016), 150.

32 Jay, Reason, 152. 
33 For Anglicans, West (“Bible”, 368) emphasises, “reason is multifaceted, including a whole range 

of diverse knowledge systems, ranging from those of the Enlightenment, in which the Anglican 
Church was birthed, to the newly recognised ‘indigenous knowledge systems’ of the former 
colonies, in which the Anglican Church now grows”.
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conversational dissonance may be better understood and, as a consequence, at least 
some of the motives that cause an obdurate intractability of reception, and of not 
being heard and listened to, may be laid bare. If these primary informants of the 
disparate assertions and arguments are revealed, then the arts of listening and of 
conversation become nuanced engagements of delicate and sensitive attentiveness. 
Significantly, speakers consciously become more sympathetic to the “mishearing” 
of others precisely because they are aware that there are informants which organize 
speech; that there are grammars which they may or may not understand fully. A 
pivotal consequence of such an awareness is that it causes a destabilising of the 
notion of epistemological self-confidence, because not only are the participants 
engaging from, at least, differentially inflected grammars, but one also must own 
up to the manner in which one’s own position is composed of a foundational and 
informing syntax, one different, possibly very different, from that of one’s listeners. 
These realizations also admit that one’s inability to comprehend the assertions of 
others may require a kind of syntactical conversion – a metanoia – and the need 
to modify one’s own grammar, in order to begin to understand one’s interlocutors. 
And, crucially, owing to the inherent fallibility of being human, one must also be 
cognisant of the fact that one also may be “mishearing” oneself – that is, that one 
may be quite mistaken about the conviction that one’s own statements, in fact, 
are fully coherent, translatable, and understandable.

Conclusion
Although these considerations of the grammars and languages of speech and 
listening have focused upon one ecclesial communion, perhaps one may suggest 
that they may be of some importance to others. Furthermore, they also may 
not be without significance in the local Anglican Church of Southern Africa, 
which spans seven sovereign jurisdictions, six countries, numerous languages, 
quite distinct cultures and customs, and hosts a spectrum of Anglican styles of 
worship, and in which some highly emotive and divisive issues may threaten 
the unity of the Southern African Province, with further schismatic implications 
for the global Anglican Communion.34 In addition, the countries that comprise 

34 One of these issues may be that of same-sex unions. A motion on same-sex unions, which included 
the blessing of them, was defeated at the Church’s Provincial Synod in September, 2016. Ruled 
a “controversial motion”, it required a simple majority in each of the Houses, but a two-thirds 
majority overall. The voting against the motion was as follows: Laity: 41/25; Clergy: 42/34; 
Bishops: 16/6. <http://archbishop.anglicanchurchsa.org/> [Accessed: 5th October, 2016]. 

On this issue in the wider context of the Communion, see Ward, Global Anglicanism (304-
315), Bruce Kaye, An Introduction to World Anglicanism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2008), 178-191, and William Sachs, Homosexuality and the Crisis of Anglicanism (Cambridge: 
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the Southern African Province maintain various forms of secular governments, 
from that of liberal democracy to traditional and monarchic, and each, perhaps 
more particularly South Africa, includes customs and mores quite distinctive and 
potentially deeply and contentiously dissonant.

At present, hopefully one has highlighted at least some of the foundational 
aspects of listening in order to speak, and listening in order to facilitate the 
speech of the other.35 The foregrounding of these features has been proposed in 
the cause of engendering a speech that may listen, so that, within its subsequent 
utterances, there is evidence of its listening to the other at a depth that considers 
the other’s thought which structures their speaking. Likewise, one’s own speech 
not only is corrigible in its utterances, but any detection of mishearing by a 
listener initially challenges the speaker to revisit what has been said, and to take 
on the responsibility of becoming answerable – in words which too will listen – 
to the evident perplexities of audition and the consequent questions asked about 
one’s utterances.36 Rightly, Rowan Williams has emphasised that “we need living 
language – honest language, fresh metaphors, new puzzles and challenges – for our 
life to be as it should. We depend on others generating this living speech and we 
need to be able ourselves to contribute to it”.37 This hope, one has endeavoured to 
propose, requires a practice of listening speech – of speaking listeningly – which 
is essential both to human relationships if there is to be fidelity to one another, and 
also to ecclesial communities if they are to witness to their internal bondedness to 
one another in Christ. How one may listen and speak is fundamental to, what one 
understands as, the perpetual task of theology, which is the redemption of language, 
and the perennial vocation of the theologian, which is to redeem language, so that 
speech, because it listens, may be truthfully and trustfully relational. 

Cambridge University Press, 2009).
35 Throughout this article, “listening” rather than “hearing” has been preferred. This is because of 

the intransitive and purposeful nature of the former: one listens to. Hearing seems less active: one 
may hear much but not listen to it; but if one listens to it, then one may be more attentive. Rachel 
Muers’s important study, Keeping God’s Silence: Towards a Theological Ethics of Communication 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 2004: passim), more often refers to hearing, or uses hearing and listening 
interchangeably. One suggests that they are not quite the same, and there are occasions where “to 
hear”, possibly may have been rendered more instructively as “to listen”.

36 This includes the endeavour to find appropriate terms for meaningful conversation, which may be 
more difficult than initially appears to be the case. For as Wittgenstein (“Philosophy of Psychology 
– A Fragment xi”, in Philosophical Investigations, 230e: 297; original emphasis) observes: “A 
great deal can be said about a subtle aesthetic difference ... The first remark may, of course, be: 
‘This word fits, that doesn’t’ – or something of the kind But then all the widespread ramifications 
effected by each of the words can still be discussed. That first judgement is not the end of the 
matter, for it is the field of a word that is decisive”. Furthermore, as has been argued in this article, 
one also requires access to the “field” in order to begin to sense the “subtle aesthetic difference[s]”. 

37 Rowan Williams, Faith in the Public Square (London: Bloomsbury, 2012; original emphasis), 230.
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This article argues that the cultural diversity of World Christianity and new theological 
voices are opening new maps of the Christian universe, especially in Africa. These new 
faces in World Christianity challenge traditional canons of orthodoxy, ecclesiology 
and mainstream theological education and methods. Through biblical, historical and 
theological analysis, the article lays the groundwork for intercultural theological 
education through what the article advances as theological border-crossing. This approach 
proposes a hermeneutics of humility and a hermeneutics of generosity in interpreting, 
understanding and communicating the message of the Gospel today, especially by paying 
greater attention to the actual faith of every day Christians.

Introduction
This essay explores in detail the currents in World Christianity and the challenges 
and opportunities which they pose to theological education, especially in Africa. 
It proposes intercultural theology as an exercise in border-crossing. It shows how 
this process could be grounded in history, biblical and cultural foundations in order 
to meet the challenges of cultural pluralism and diversity in World Christianity. 
The challenges facing World Christianity today are cultural in nature and is 
understood here as the task of re-enacting the priorities and practices of the Lord 
Jesus and his followers in diverse contexts in order to meet the exigencies of 
present history. This requires reading the signs of the times and paying attention 
to the inner enrichment of particular and universal contexts of faith. It also calls 
on theologians to become radically open to the surprises of the Holy Spirit and 
adopt theological humility before the mysteries of God, especially in the actual 
faith and everyday experiences of God’s people in Africa. 
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What Currents? 
By ‘currents’ in World Christianity I am referring to cultural forces which are 
shaping the momentum of Christian expansion in the Global South, and Christian 
contraction in the Global North. All available statistics point to the shift in the 
center of gravity in World Christianity from the north to the south. This shift has 
given rise to some contention that we have now entered a post-Christian West, 
and a post-Western Christianity. However, Christian expansion or contraction 
should not be judged only through sociological categories of demographics, 
phenomenological analysis of the dynamics of social change and religious affinity, 
or through examining the motivation and loyalty to particular religious confession 
by Christians worldwide. There is the need to integrate the wider theological 
question on the criteria for judging the impact of the presence of Christianity in 
a given society. There is also the added theological question of what ‘expansion’ 
means for the whole reality of the life and context of those cultures where 
Christianity is growing? This article argues that the presence of Christianity in 
any society requires that there be present in that society some eschatological fruits 
of God’s kingdom; that those who embrace the faith are enjoying the abundant 
life in Christ and that their lives, culture and history are moving in the direction 
of fulfilment through the transformative presence of grace.

One signet fact however, is that World Christianity is being shaped by cultural 
and local processes from everyone to everywhere. Some of the cultural forces and 
processes which are shaping the present texture of World Christianity include: 
the question of human rights, human security and poverty; religious freedom and 
religious tolerance, the rights of minorities, the contested question of identity, 
global economy, global social justice and global cognitive justice, the renewed 
hunger and search for God in an increasingly uncertain world, the dearth of 
community, international terrorism, and the collapse of grand narratives of faith 
and nationality; migration, wars, and post-colonial and post-missionary irruption 
of Christianity through Pentecostalism and Evangelical Christianity especially 
in the Global South and migrant communities in the West. Other factors include 
the emergence of a renewed interest in indigenous knowledge as well as the 
revolution in information technology which has removed the statutes of limitation 
with regard to what we can know. Without being exhaustive, these forces are at 
play to a small and large extent in shaping World Christianity today because they 
reflect different aspects of social change, globalization, and the multiple histories 
which define beliefs and practices in World Christianity. 
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What is World Christianity?
The term World Christianity has been popularized in the writings of Andrew 
Walls, Lamin Sanneh, Dana Robert, Kwame Bediako, Peter Phan, and Wilbert 
R. Shenk, to mention but a few. However, this growing realization of multiple 
histories within Christianity can be located within the wider compass of historical 
sociology and the cultural turn presaged by post-modernity. Since the end of 
the Second World War, third wave cultural sociology, post-modernism, post-
coloniality and post-structuralism have contested monolithic narrative of world 
history or a singular narrative of global processes. These cultural and intellectual 
movements particularly with regard to Christianity and religious studies began 
raising questions that Christianity and modernity should not be seen simply as the 
cultural product internal to the endogenous historical processes within Europe, 
and that the versions of Christianity outside of Europe are not to be understood 
comparatively on Eurocentric terms.1 Robert Wuthnow notes that the phrase 
‘World Christianity’ first appeared in Francis John McConnell’s Human Needs 
and World Christianity (1929).2 Within the Protestant traditions, Dana Roberts 
argues that two scholars popularized the concept which this term has come to 
signify. The first person is American historian Kenneth Scott Latourette (1884-
1968) who had pointed out in his seven volume History of the Expansion of 
Christianity (1937-1945) that the most striking facts of our time is the global 
extension of Christianity. He points out that Christianity has changed from age to 
age and from people to people in its emphasis on doctrines and its organization, 
so that people are called to affirm not only what Christianity was in the days of 
Jesus and the apostles, but also what it was at each of the various times when it 
was newly carried to a new country.3 Henry Pitney van Dusen (1897-1975) on 
the other hand had argued that “only a world church is effective amid planetary 
war ... [t]o an age destined to survive, or to expire, as ‘one world’, we bring a 
world church. We have seen that in the past century Christianity has become, for 
the first time, a world reality”.4 

In the Catholic tradition, two German-speaking theologians, Walbert Buhlmann 

1 See Gurminder K. Bhambra, “Historical Sociology, Modernity, and PostColonial Critique”, The 
American Historical Review 116, no. 3 (2006), 653-657.

2 See Charles E. Farhadian, “Introduction” in Introducing World Christianity, edited by Charles E. 
Farhadian (West Sussex: Blackwell Publishing, 2012), 3. Yes he wrote and edited the book See also 
Robert Wuthnow, Boundless Faith: The Global Outreach of American Churches (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2009), 62.

3 See Dana Roberts , “Historiographic Foundations from Latourette and van Dusen to Andrew F. Walls” 
in Understanding World Christianity: The Vision and Works of Andrew F. Walls, edited by Mark R. 
Gornik and Janice A. McLean (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2011), 148.

4 Quoted in Roberts, “Historiographic Foundations”, 148.
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and Karl Rahner first began to use the term ‘world church’ immediately after the 
Second Vatican Council. Vatican II was a forebear of the idea of the church as the 
people of God, and affirmed the inclusive sacramental ecclesiology of communion 
which excerpts the church from any Western command center which controlled 
the ebb and flow of global Christian expansion. In his The Coming of the Third 
Church, Swiss Capuchin Buhlmann argues that the Christian center of gravity is 
no longer in Europe and that the second church (the model of church born from 
the Reformation which insists on conformism and unitary method and unitary 
structure of theology and ecclesiology) no longer constitutes the focal point of 
Christianity. The West, he argues, has been dismissed as the center of religious 
cultural unity for the whole of Christianity.5 

Karl Rahner, on the other hand, developed the idea of the ‘world-church’ in his 
theological interpretation of the ecclesiology and the spirit of the Second Vatican 
Council in two major works, The Shape of the Church to Come,6 and Concern for 
the Church.7 According to Rahner, the Second Vatican Council is the beginning of 
the tentative approach by the Church to the discovery and official realization of 
itself as world-church. What it means is that Rome cannot judge what is good for 
everyone in the world basing on the cultural assumption that the Roman or Italian 
mentality is the obvious standard of judgement. In his view, communicating the 
faith in the future within the Catholic Church will require that the church abandon 
the belief that there is one single and universal basic formula of the Christian faith 
applicable to the whole church which is binding on all people without regard to 
context. Rahner argues rather forcefully: “Finally, in regard to the manifestation 
of the world-church as such as the council and afterwards, the fact cannot be 
overlooked that the individual cultures in the world, to which the Church must be 
culturally adapted in order to be a world-church, are themselves involved today in 
change to an extent and at a speed hitherto unknown, so that it is not easy to say 
what really valuable material for the future the individual cultures might offer to 
enable this church really become a world-church”.8 

Miroslav Volf’s account of public faith is useful here in describing the texture 
of world Christianity. Volf argues that public faith is a rich complex of changing 
Christian narratives, identities and cultures, each with their partly overlapping, 
partly conflicting sets of beliefs and practices. I will argue in the light of Volf’s 
characterisation that World Christianity seeks to understand how we can situate 
5 Walbert Buhlmann, The Coming of the Third Church: An Analysis of the Present and Future of the 

Church, translated by Ralph Mudwall (Slough: St Paul Publications, 1976), 19.
6 Karl Rahner, The Shape of the Church to Come, translated by Edward Quinn (New York: The Seabury 

Press, 1974), 93-133.
7 Karl Rahner, Concern for the Church: Theological Investigation XX, translated by Edward Quinn 

(New York: Crossroad, 1981), 77-187.
8 Rahner, Concern For the Church, 79.
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the diversities in world history within the bigger picture of God’s dealing with 
creation and how people in their diversity of faith are being touched by the message 
of the Gospel in the movement of history towards final consummation.9 

This is why it is necessary for theologians and historians of Christian religion 
to make serious effort to understand the changing frontiers of Christian religious 
history in diverse contexts of faith. World Christianity points to a greater 
appreciation of the diversity within both past and present Christian history. It 
draws attention to the new contexts of faith and practice outside of Europe and 
the West. It also highlights the emerging patterns, challenges, continuities and 
discontinuities between Christianity in the new contexts of faith in the Global 
South and in the Western mainline. World Christianity also brings to greater focus 
the new challenges facing Christianity globally in the areas of inter-faith dialogue, 
dialogue with new epistemologies, religious persecution and religiously inspired 
violence, poverty, immigration, human rights, women rights, ecology, new and 
unexplored religious questions which are being encountered as Christianity 
crosses new cultural and spiritual frontiers. It also draws the attention of Christian 
theologians to a greater perception of the new narratives of faith and new 
revelations of where God is at work in the people on the margins of history and 
whose fortune continues to be contested in a very unjust global structure reinforced 
in some instances by some versions of defunct Christendom. However, Africans 
must be wary of embracing the narratives of World Christianity without critically 
engaging the intentionality of the voices in the West which sing the praises and 
glories of this new phase in Christian history. As Tinyinko Maluleke argues, there 
is need to understand the different horizons of meanings and diversity of goals 
and concerns in narratives of Christianity both in Africa and in the World Church.10

Intercultural Theology and Communication of the Gospel
According to R. Daniel Shaw, since the middle of the last century there has been 
a development of how meaning is communicated. This development has been 
influenced by the philosophical development of Jean Piaget in the cognitive 
constitutive school, and Lev Vygotsky in psychology and Noam Chomsky’s 
critique of the behaviorist approach to human experience. Meaning is understood 
more as an inter-subjective and intercultural reality. As a result, there is an 
increasing interest in intercultural communication as people seek to find how 

9 Cf. Miroslav Volf, A Public Faith: How Followers of Christ Should Serve the Common Good (Grand 
Rapids: Brazos Press, 2011), 85.

10 Tinyinko Sam Maluleke, “The Africanization of Christianity and the Fate of Mission – Ten Theses on 
African Christianity” in Mission Visited: Between Mission History and Intercultural Theology, edited 
by Volker Kuster (Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2010), 108-113.
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diverse languages and other cultural symbols act as media for conveying the 
intentions of particular communities and in shaping their choices in their relation 
with other cultural subjects.11 

This has revolutionary impact on theology, mission studies and catechesis 
for many reasons. 

In the first place, theologians especially from the Global South are beginning 
to question the social scientific basis of the didactic method, the banking approach 
and the question and answer method in religious formation and theological 
education. They point to the limitations of memorization of catechetical texts as 
the pathway for socialization or formation into the faith.

Second, there is a rejection of the prescriptive approach to religious formation 
and transmission of the beliefs and practices of Christianity. Shaw argues that the 
largely prescriptive approach to communicating the Gospel with its emphasis on 
normative transmission of a cargo-based product was considered inadequate for 
contextual theologies. This was true even with the dynamic equivalence theory 
which allowed for some interaction between the Gospel message and local 
cultures. Dynamic equivalence was shown by these theorists to be unhelpful 
for inculturation. This is because it was static and centered on a normative 
understanding of truth and classicist notion of culture. It also reinforced a hierarchy 
of knowledge between the missionary and the indigenous people, Western 
missionaries and African receptors of Western mission or the theologian and the 
student or religious educators and the community of faith. 

Third, there was a movement away from a unilateral, top-down approach to 
religious and theological education to the integration of multiple sources of truth 
and diverse approaches to learning, while admitting the diversities and pluralism 
in God’s revelation in history. It also rejected grand narratives and their elaborate 
universalizing claims, which often suppress the voices from the margins. 

According to Shaw, this revolution drew attention to the connectionist 
approach to communication. This approach, Shaw argues, advances the proposal 
that, while processing new information, individuals unconsciously seek to expend 
the least amount of effort for the greatest gain. Their perception of value or 
benefit is directly correlated with what is considered within a particular context. 
Knowledge of any kind or the assimilation of data of faith is no longer a one 
way process from God and the human person, or from the teaching church to the 
learning church or from theologians to the community or learners or from the 
West to the rest. On the contrary, our ways of knowing are intrinsically diverse 
and mutually inter-connected; we learn with and through others. My cultural 
biography can only be understood through attention to my prosopography or the 

11 See R. Daniel Shaw, “Beyond Contextualization: Toward a Twenty-First Century Model for Enabling 
Mission”, International Bulletin of Missionary Research, 34, no. 4, (2010), 209-211.
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communal environment in which I was socialized. Seeing the connections in the 
multiple sources of knowledge, in this light, becomes a historical exigent in the 
Christian faith which is constantly seeking for the nexus mysteriorum by attention 
to how all things relate when viewed together in the economy of salvation. In the 
light of these, many African theologians are calling for new theological methods 
grounded on an intercultural hermeneutic of communication and multiplicity.12 

When applied to the diversity in World Christianity and the cultural pluralism 
in the world today, I define intercultural theology as an interactive process of 
mutual exchange and encounters between different subjects. What is shared in 
this interaction is the Word of God received in faith and the love of God revealed 
in Christ and experienced in personal, ecclesial, communal or cultural life. The 
goal is the indwelling of this Word and love in these subjects of interaction in 
such a way that all who are involved in the encounter are affected, challenged 
and transformed in their appropriation of the stories of God’s dealing in history. 
Intercultural theology leads to the widening of the truths of God and a deeper, 
richer and more extensive embrace of the stories of God’s great deeds in history 
through the openness to the surprises of the Holy Spirit who manifests the face 
of the Lord Jesus in many sites of encounter. Shaw proposes that both subjects of 
interaction are always changed in authentic communication within the context of 
theology or mission; neither cognitive environment is left unaltered. Each arrives 
at a new balance and new levels of meaning which provide insight regarding the 
entire experience of God and the world.13

Canadian philosopher and theologian Bernard Lonergan’s analysis of 
communication in his functional speciality offers us a good summary on what 
happens when we communicate in the context of theological education. The 
first is to understand that communication deals with meaning. We communicate 
something of value which can be apprehended by any reasonable person. Second, 
in the context of faith, for instance, meaning is not something we invent. This 
is why authentic theological education is not simply about memorisation of the 
teachings of the fathers and the magisterium, or simply the documentation of 
what other theologians wrote, or replicating ‘parrot-theology’ or ‘according to 
… theology.’ Theological formation and production will require a more inter-
connected interaction between the Gospel message and diverse cultural narratives, 
as well as human and cosmic experiences.

Meaning is located in the dynamic process of our apprehension of ultimate 
value through our acceptance of religious faith. Meaning in the Christian faith is 
grounded on our acceptance of these values through the priorities and practices 

12 Shaw, “Beyond Contextualization”, 210. Also see Laurenti Magesa, What is not Sacred: African 
Spirituality. (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2013), 126-127.

13 Shaw, “Beyond Contextualization”, 201. 
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of the Lord, the continuing faith of Christian communities across the centuries, 
the biblical evidence and the testimonies and affirmations of the church in her 
doctrines and dogma, spiritual and moral traditions among others. Lonergan holds 
that meaning is cognitive, constitutive, communicative and effective. A common 
meaning constitutes a community, while divergent meaning divides a community. 
Authentic theological knowledge and education cannot take place when there is no 
common meaning about beliefs, creeds, etc, which constitute a community. This 
is a challenge to World Christianity in terms of establishing some commons of 
Christian exchange. How can World Christianity affirm a common meaning with 
regard to what we believe or how we live, while affirming a diversity of meaning 
which reflects our family traits as sharing one faith as Christians? 

Viewed in this light, the kind of theological education which will take place 
in an African seminary or theological school, while maintaining some Christian 
family traits, might not be the same kind of theology taking place in a European 
or North American seminary. One would expect theologians and students of 
African Christianity and religion to raise questions and give theological accounts 
on issues of polygamy, ancestral curse and witchcraft, the work of sangomas, 
second burial, Pentecostalism, African Traditional Religions, good governance, 
social justice issues, reconciliation, xenophobia and ethnocentrism, all being some 
of the pressing challenges facing Africa today. These questions and concerns may 
be strange to a North American or European theologian, but they are questions 
which Africans are encountering in the pastoral ministry. 

The only way the theologian can discover these family traits is not simply 
through a monolithic normative Christianity, but through encountering the actual 
faith of the people as embodying the continued revelation of God’s great deeds 
in history. This will require that African theologians become eye witnesses to the 
daily experiences of Africans and accompany the people through a humble and 
sympathetic immersion into their social context in the search for the footprints of 
God in African history. It means simply to be with the people; and to speak and 
write from their context. Thus, Lonergan argues: “The Christian message is to be 
communicated to all nations. Such communication presupposes that preachers and 
teachers enlarge their horizons to include an accurate and intimate understanding 
of the culture and the language of the people they address. They must use those 
virtual resources creatively so that the Christian message becomes, not disruptive 
of the culture, not an alien patch superimposed upon it, but a line of development 
within the culture”.14 

The Christianity of the future will be a faith which will work together with 
other faiths, and indeed with entire humanity, in the search for human and cosmic 
flourishing. It will surely pursue evangelical and catechetical goals and seek the 

14 Bernard Lonergan, Method in Theology (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1971), 362.
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establishment of God’s kingdom, but it will do this from a place of vulnerability 
and humility. It will frame her mission in prophetic terms by integrating the social 
context, and the social location, of people. It will also embrace multiple loci of 
enunciation in the development of appropriate language and grammar of assent 
and faith’s demands on the people. As David Burrell argues in agreement with 
the preceding point, the interlocking movements and histories mean that modern 
academies, catechesis and theologies must now see all understating as intercultural 
in nature and every act of reading and communication as translating which should 
enrich us instead of diminish us. Indeed, the challenge today is no longer that of 
defending and securing our indubitable foundation, but rather of recognizing that 
our presuppositions are probable at best and at worst limited.15 

Intercultural Communication as Patterned on Divine 
Communication
The story of the world is a confluence of multiple cultural rivers which canalize 
into a common ocean, reflecting the diversity and complexity of God’s revelation 
in history. There is the need to recognize that our cultural, ethnic, racial, religious 
and socio-economic narrative is only but one of the many possible narratives 
within the ever-expanding stories of God’s dealing with peoples and cultures in 
history. Furthermore, there are limitations to my reading of other people’s cultural 
or faith traditions. I frame other people’s identities circumscribed by my own 
limited perception and worldview and colored by my own cultural lenses. One 
distinctive achievement of post-modernism is the rejection of grand narratives or 
hegemonic world systems or, in more theological terms, the rejection of universal, 
absolute and totalizing ethos of salvation. This is not simply a historical exigency 
but it is also eminently biblical. 

Biblical theologies of both the Old Testament and the New Testament 
provide us a key hermeneutical tool for reading cultural histories in the light of 
the intercultural and cross-cultural nature of the mission of God.16 According to 
Christopher Wright, the first evidence especially in the Old Testament is that God 
is the king of all the earth (Psalms 47:7; 2 Kings 19:15). The Torah, the writings, 
the prophets, the narratives of history in the Old Testament, etc., all point to the 
uniqueness and universality of YHWH. This is a foundational axiom of Old 
Testament faith, which in turn is foundational to New Testament faith, worship, 

15 See David B. Burrell, Friendship and Ways to Truth (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 2000), 
40.

16 Because of lack of space, I will only give a summary of the key points of the biblical theology of 
mission with specific reference to the formative years of early New Testament Christian communities. 
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and mission.17 According to James Okoye, the universality of God’s mission is tied 
to the universality and salvation of the righteous before God. All people despite 
race, ethnicity, gender, sex, sexuality or creed can be righteous or evil before God. 
The idea that God is the God of all the earth and that even the Book of the Law 
is meant not only to be a light to Israel but to the nations is already present in the 
history of Israel in the post-exilic period.18 

The second point in the Old Testament important for the polycentric reading of 
salvation history according to James Okoye is that developed by Martin-Archard. 
It argues that YHWH was present in Israel and acted on behalf of Israel so that 
the nations might recognize YHWH and give YHWH due honor and glory. Israel 
was chosen not as an exclusionary act on the part of God, but as a divine pattern 
so that individuals and communities will be drawn to YHWH.19 

There are also the third and fourth elements of mission identified by scholars 
in the Old Testament which refer to the double mission of God in Israel for the 
sake of the nations. In the first instance, there is the centripetal mission of God 
and Israel (Isaiah 2:2-5). God invites all nations to Zion to be instructed in God’s 
Torah and God’s way.20On the other hand, the invitation to Zion has a universal 
mission, that is, the centrifugal love which God has for all peoples where God 
reaches out beyond Israel to include all the nations in the covenant (Isaiah 56:1-8).21 
Okoye argues that the eschatological nature of this vision as something concrete 
and historical is reflected more than three times in the Book of Revelation (5:9; 
7:9; 14:6). The nations, tribes, languages, peoples, races will gather around the 
throne as a fulfillment of the Pentecost promise of the unification of God’s scattered 
children. Thus at the heart of God’s mission is the inclusion of all God’s people 
and the appreciation of diversity of reception and living out of the reality of grace 
and life, which people and cultures received from God. 

The pull of centripetal centering, and the push of centrifugal outreach to the 
margins and periphery is a pattern in the mission of God. The centrifugal mission 
of God is mostly identified with the New Testament in the ministry of the Lord 
Jesus and explicated in Luke-Acts and in the Pauline Corpus, with the idea of 
mission outside Israel to the Gentiles – the movement from the centre to the 
margins.22 New Testament expert Luke Timothy Johnson rightly points out that 

17 Christopher Wright, The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative. Downers Grove, 
Illinois: IVP Academic, 2006. 72.

18 See James Okoye, Israel and the Nations: A Mission Theology of the Old Testament (Maryknoll: Orbis 
Books, 2006), 11. The analysis of the mission of God in the Old Testament is drawn from this book. 

19 Okoye, Israel and the Nations, 11.
20 Jesus may be making allusions to this when he predicts of the time when many will come from the 

East and the West and eat with the patriarchs in the kingdom of God (Mt 8:1; Lk 13:29).
21 Okoye, Israel and the Nations, 12. 
22 Richard Bauckham, Bible and Mission: Christian Witness in a Post-Modern World (Milton-Keynes: 
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diversity and interculturality were the natural consequence of the circumstances 
of first Christian expansion. Christian expansion, he argues, was characterized 
by amazing multiplicity and melange of diverse traditions which took many 
years of gestation to take shape from rural to urban, from Palestinian to diaspora, 
from Aramaic to Greek, from Jewish culture to Greco-Roman culture, and from 
Jews to Gentiles without any central command center. This led to diversity in 
perceptions, themes and symbols in the New Testament. All of these, he points 
out, reflected the diversity in the social location, experience, and cultural context 
of the early Christians.23 Understanding the coherence in the centrifugal dimension 
of Christian mission is necessary for the way Christian history is read across the 
ages. It also calls for greater exploration of the rich possibilities of intercultural 
communication through theological border-crossings. This is necessary today in 
the beauty, diversity and cultural pluralism of World Christianity. 

What is obvious is that current approaches to theological education and 
communication in practical/pastoral theology need to be rethought. It will require 
what Walter Mignolo calls ‘dislodging or multiplying’ the locus of enunciation.24 
This rethinking will involve recognition of the epistemologies of the South and 
indigenous knowledge and listening to the voices of ordinary people and how 
they make sense of history through appeal to their Christian faith. The dualism 
of Western epistemology has imposed a limiting framework on mainstream 
theological education. This has shaped Christian theology and the reading of 
history which is often framed in narrow oppositional language – believers and 
unbelievers, conservatives and liberals, Catholics and Protestants, Christians and 
non-Christians, those who are saved and those who are damned, the West and the 
rest, etc. This epistemology has constructed morality, spirituality and cosmology 
in a very narrow sense and even in some cases constructed the divine in terms 
and categories, which limit a deeper and richer encounter. 

A new African approach will incorporate new and multiple ways of learning 
among different culturally defined subjects. The African worldview embraces 
a duality of thinking and acting; openness to others, to certain experimentation 
and a metaxy. This duality is open to some form of ambiguity and to the infinite 
possibility of restoration, recovery, and healing, and a reverence for the infinite 
encounter with God and the beauty and expansiveness of nature and creation. 
There is thus the need to harvest the richness of the African sense of mystery, 
inclusion and participation of all in the bondedness of life; and the deep springs 

Paternoster Press, 2005), 73.
23 See Luke Timothy Johnson, Contested Issues in Christian Origins and the New Testament: Collected 

Essays (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 509-510.
24 Walter D. Mignolo, “Colonial and Postcolonial Discourse: Cultural Critique or Academic Colonialism”, 

Latin American Research Review 28, no. 3 (1993), 124.
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of hope which well up infinitely in Africa. This is because of the deep connection 
of Africans in general to a God-centered universe and the affirmation of the 
interaction and participation of all realities in vital force and spiritual energy in 
bringing about human and cosmic flourishing. This is why the African theological 
academies and religious studies departments should theologically range over the 
constant and sometimes slavish regurgitation of received Western theological 
claims, which are dominant in the African theological academies. They ought 
to directly harvest the riches of divine revelation, which constantly manifest 
themselves in the actual faith of Africans. This daily performance of faith carries 
within it the seeds of God’s great deeds in Africa. It also has an inner logic, which 
is not easily available to those who lack the patience to go deeper beyond religious 
symbolization to the cultural knowledge and the hidden cultural grammar driving 
the momentum of Christian expansion in the Christian churches in Africa today. 

Four helpful proposals can be drawn in how the biblical traditions offer us a 
strong foundation for intercultural theology:25

(1) The new temple in the New Testament, as James Okoye and Bauckham 
argue, is the temple of the Messianic age. It was for the early Christians, the Church 
itself which has no center other than Christ. Bauckham particularly argues that the 
early Church metaphorized the geographical image and centrality of Jerusalem, 
making Jerusalem dispensable for Christian mission and expansion. The Christian 
community wherever it is found was the place of God’s eschatological presence. 
God can reveal God’s self in every context of faith and especially among those 
on the margins of history. This understanding of the Church as the new temple of 
the new people of God goes beyond any cultural monopoly of the Christian faith 
by any culture, race or nation. This was already the new insight which made the 
leaders of the early church of Jerusalem to whole-heartedly embrace the cultural 
diversity inevitable in the acceptance of new Gentile converts into the early 
Christian community with all the challenges and contestations involved.

(2) Everyone and every culture have equal access to God in Christ. Bauckham 
argues particularly that God’s presence is not restricted to the canons, covenants 
or sacraments and cultural categories of particular churches or faith-communities. 
Indeed, the story of God’s dealing with the world goes beyond what is contained 
in any particular religion, denomination or sect. In the new dispensation led by 
the Holy Spirit, God is now among his people in a metaphorical temple they 
themselves composed (Ephesians 2:21).26 This new center is everywhere and 

25 Cf. Bauckham, Bible and Mission, 74-81.
26 Ephesians 2:21: ἐν ᾧ πᾶσα οἰκοδομὴ συναρμολογουμένη αὔξει εἰς ναὸν ἅγιον ἐν κυρίῳ … In whom 

all the building fitly framed together groweth unto a holy temple in the Lord. Bauer, Walter. A Greek-
English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature. Edited by Frederick W. 
Danker. 3rd ed. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000. BibleWorks 9.
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nowhere. Thus to substitute this new center with another physical, ecclesial or 
theological, cultural center whether it is in Jerusalem, Byzantine, Canterbury 
or Rome in our times is against the will of God to be present to all peoples and 
cultures in their particular context and condition.

(3) Both the Old and the New Testaments validate the divine economy or divine 
accommodation that God embraces people in their own specific cultural life, in 
this constant movement from the particular to the universal; from the center to 
the margins and from the margins to the center. In this light, the story of God’s 
dealing with particular people needs to be heard by all people. However, no single 
encounter of God in history is a touchstone of how God must necessarily encounter 
every other people. This is because the majesty and glory of God are beyond the 
limiting cultural narratives and particularities of history. God encounters people 
in multiple ways. Thus, what should be sought by all cultures are signs and fruits 
of God’s kingdom. These can only be found through an immersion into cultures, 
histories, and personal and communal stories through a hermeneutics of humility.

(4) The erstwhile center of World Christianity in the West is experiencing 
strains and tensions. As a result, there is need to enlarge the vision beyond the 
West, just as the Global South is expanding her vision beyond the South. There 
is the need for cross-cultural friendship and border-crossing which is needed 
to meet the challenges and opportunities in World Christianity. The challenge 
today is not to celebrate the growth of Christianity in one place and its decline in 
another, but rather to find a commons of Christian exchange (this is a standard 
expression which refers to finding common grounds through gift exchange, you 
can exercise your editorial license to find a related term that can capture the same 
meaning) in which God’s Word and works, the priorities and practices of Christ, 
are being re-enacted according to local idioms, using cultural grammars which 
transmit the one faith. This will require mining the inner enrichment of both local 
cultures and the universal traditions which have served churches well even from 
different contexts of faith and practice. 

Border-Crossing in Intercultural Theological Education
Border-crossing as intercultural theology is the attitude and intellectual practice 
which opens the theologian to the movement of the Spirit in history expressed 
in multiple cultural, social, and religious traditions. It is the disposition to move 
from one level of meaning to another through the process of intellectual humility, 
cultural immersion, dialogue, discernment, sober judgment and transformation 
in both content and context of what we know about Word, God, world, self and 
culture. It is the disposition to listen to the continuing revelation of God’s Word 
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by the Holy Spirit in local processes and identities within the many stories which 
are now defining the multiple narratives of World Christianity. It is communication 
through listening, and communication through intercultural gift exchanges, which 
result in a new understanding and judgement of what God is revealing in history. 
This will enrich how we see ourselves, the Christian mission and the world in the 
light of what God continues to reveal to the world in Christ. 

 Viewed in this light, the dogmatism and conservatism which characterized 
the Christian faith of Western Christendom which was transferred to non-
Western contexts through the unitary theological method pursued in the counter-
reformation currents is problematic. This attitude fostered a theological education 
which stigmatized critical questions about doctrines, structures of the church; 
enforced rigid and metaphysical moral formulae, resisted any genuine attempt by 
cultures outside the West to bring their own cultural resources to the table, and 
created a widening gulf among Christians based on denominationally restrictive 
interpretation of doctrines. This way of being church or doing theology was 
contrary to the divine pedagogy in salvation history. 

Many of the fathers and mothers of the early church sought for the appropriate 
language to capture this border-crossing on the part of God and found the word 
synkatabasis, which translates in English as Divine accommodation, very useful. 
This represents the teaching of the patristics that God reveals God’s self to 
different people at different times according to their capacity and situation; God 
breaks down the walls separating God and the world; God becomes Incarnate in 
order to redeem the world from within; God bends down to the world to lift the 
world to God.27 

Divine revelation is open to particular cultural narrative and specific cultural 
understanding. God meets each people or culture in the concreteness of their 
specific historical circumstances. What takes place at the human and divine borders 
is quite radical. In the thoughts of the patriarchs, divine pedagogy (synkatabasis) 
signifies that God condescends, becomes kenotic to embrace human nature and 
the complexities of history. God embraces the social location of human subjects 
and world processes in order that God can offer fitting remedy to the historical 
themes and challenges of every age. God crosses our human borders and shatters 
the restrictive cultural borders which could separate us from God and from others. 
God’s way of acting and communicating God’s self in history as revealed in 
scripture and in the history of salvation is both model and inspiration for us to 
re-enact the same divine pedagogy in order to meet the challenges of intercultural 
communication in World Christianity. This requires embracing other people’s 
stories and seeing our stories reflected in the stories of other people and seeing 

27 See Stephen D. Benin, The Footprints of God: Divine Accommodation in Jewish and Christian Thought 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993), 11.



51Currents in World Christianity and the Challenges of Border-Crossing and Intercultural Theology 

our different stories as part of the many-layered narrative of God’s dealing in 
history. This is the necessary framework for intercultural theological education 
in World Christianity. 

The question of border-crossing in theological education is intrinsic to what 
theologizing means. Theology is a dialogical movement, both internal and 
external to the subject. Theology is the reflective process on faith by individuals 
and communities of faith in their experience of God’s revelation in particular 
history. Theology, therefore, can never be formless. At core, the heart of theology 
is the love of God which is incarnate in history and which could be called a 
first principle. It gives meaning and expression to other forms of its emergence 
in history. In this light, theology must take form in the thick of culture and in 
the praxis of daily life for Christians and the ecclesial community. In this light, 
theology is embodied and concrete and praxis-oriented. Every act of theologizing 
is always reflective praxis on the meaning of faith for the realities which people 
face. Theology is also a rational reflection on faith which touches on how God’s 
revelation continues to emerge beyond us into the future which God alone knows. 
At every point in our theologizing, there is a limited cultural horizon and an 
infinite transcendental horizon. The limited horizon of interpretation in theology 
reflects my own restricted locus of enunciation, which always calls me to look 
deeper while casting my gaze beyond my own limited world in the way I interpret 
and evaluate God’s great deeds in my culture and beyond my own limited faith 
world. This is how the infinite horizon emerges in theology as an openness to 
divine revelation, which emerges beyond my own limited cultural world, faith 
experience, and social location.

For instance, as many observers have noted, it is hard for Westerners to find 
even categories in which to place African Christianity. This is understandable 
because what is going on in African Christianity appears to be a new revelation 
or the emergence of realities and surprises of the Holy Spirit which were never 
seen before or previously analyzed either by Africans or Western anthropologists, 
missionaries, traders and colonialists of the past. It is obvious that Western labels 
of African Christianity as ‘conservative’, ‘fundamentalist’, ‘liberalist’, right-wing, 
sectarian, syncretistic, medieval, etc., are distortions of African Christian reality. 
They probably reveal the post-Enlightenment and post-Modern blinkers of those 
who apply these categories to Africa.28 Philip Jenkins’ book, The Next Christendom 
(2002) is a typical case in point of an attempt to use the historical realities of 
Christendom and counter-Reformation as interpretative tropes to understand the 
nature of Southern Christianity. Such misinterpretations of Southern Christianity 
as traditional, Orthodox, reactionary, driven by economic factors as Peter Phan 

28 Joel Carpenter, The Changing Face of Christianity: Africa, the West, and the World. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005, viii.
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points out, reveal a very limited reading of the stories of the Global South.29 But this 
kind of misinterpretation can happen when theologians and church administrators 
lack the cultural proficiency and cultural competence to function effectively in 
communicating cross-culturally. 

Writing on identities, renowned African philosopher Anthony Kwame Appiah 
draws attention to contesting universalities as essential in understanding the present 
global angst about fossilized notions of identity. He argues for cosmopolitan 
spirit, which embraces toleration of the ‘other’; “Cosmopolitans think that there 
are many values worth living by and that you cannot live by all of them. So we 
hope and expect that different people and different societies will embody different 
values ... Another aspect of cosmopolitanism is what philosophers call fallibilism 
– the sense that our knowledge is imperfect, provisional, subject to revision in 
the face of new evidence.”30 From a theological perspective, Miroslav Volf has 
defended the case for ‘otherness’ as the basis for relationship and embrace, that 
is, that being different from the other should not be construed narrowly as being 
evil, bad, inferior, etc. The otherness of any person is an invitation for me to 
engage that person at the deepest level so that I can embrace the person and his 
or her world just as I will like the person to embrace mine.31 Border-crossing in 
theological education gives birth to transformational theology, healthy faculties 
of theology, and it brings theology in contact with the deepest concerns and needs 
of our communities of faith and links theology to God’s continuing revelation in 
the stories of the new voices in intercultural theological encounters. 

Viewed in this light, border-crossing in intercultural theology, is a comparative 
search for common meaning and some family traits of faith and practices between 
different culturally defined subjects (cultural, communal, denominational, faith-
based, individual, etc.). It invites theologians and students of religious studies 
to immerse themselves in the phenomenology of faith and life, using multiple 
and inter-disciplinary historical and theological approaches in order to achieve a 
valid explanation of local and cultural processes, movements, and tensions in their 
dialectical and mutual relations with the message of the Gospel as constitutive 
of the faith community. It seeks an experiential approach to faith encounters in 
which both subjects of dialogue or faith interaction are disciples enabling each 
other to interpret, understand and respond to the voice of God who speaks in 
multiple ways and languages. 

29 See Peter Phan, “A New Christianity, but What Kind?” in Robert L. Gallagher and Paul Hertig, ed. 
Landmark Essays in Mission and World Christianity. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2009, 205.

30 Kwame Anthony Appiah, Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers (New York: W. W. Norton 
and Company, 2006), 144.

31 See Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and 
Reconciliation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996).
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Concluding Proposals for Building a Community of Beloved, a 
Community of Diversity
How can we develop intercultural theologies and build communities of the beloved 
through a community of diversity in local churches, African theological academies 
and in World Christianity?

The first step in bringing about intercultural theologies in every faith context 
is an attitude of radical openness, receptivity and sensitivity to other voices on 
the part of theologians and openness to diversity by faith-communities locally 
and globally. This is very vital in order to address the needs and pains of those 
communities, cultures, and groups who have been historically marginalized. It is 
necessary to hear everyone’s stories because through them God’s Word is being 
spoken in new ways to our world. Every culture is invited to bring their narratives 
to the theological enterprise and our theologies are diminished if they only speak 
with one voice. 

Each person and each culture has an incomplete story; each cultural expression 
of Christianity is incomplete; one narrative of faith, while being complete in itself, 
does not encompass the whole narrative of faith or revelation. Good theologies 
are the fruits of the hermeneutics of humility and generosity because they proceed 
from a perspective of incompleteness and are constantly open to seeing the path of 
God in uncharted territories. Theology, then, is the communication of the humility 
of God through the humility of the theologian who achieves an authentic embrace 
of the intelligibilities within faith’s cultural journeys on his or her knees. 

The second point is a deeper appreciation of how our identities merge in 
our interactions today. The question of identity has become a much contested 
concept.32 According to Samuel P. Huntington, the question of identity is a central 
concern of the times; “Peoples and nations are attempting to answer the most 
basic question humans face: Who are we? And they are answering that question 
in the traditional way human beings have answered it, by reference to the things 
that mean most to them. People define themselves in terms of ancestry, religion, 
language, history, values, customs, and institutions. They identify with cultural 
groups: tribes, ethnic groups, religious communities, nations, and at the broadest 
level, civilizations. People use politics not just to advance their interests but also 
to define their identity. We know who we are only when we know who we are 

32 See Jonathan Sacks, The Dignity of Difference: How to Avoid the Clash of Civilizations. In a very 
illuminating passage, Sacks argues: “Nothing has proven harder in the history of civilization than to see 
God, or good, or human dignity in those whose language is not mine, whose skin is a different color, 
whose faith is not my faith and whose truth is not my truth … the truth at the beating of monotheism 
is that God transcends the particularities of culture and the limits of human understanding” (New York: 
Continuum, 2003), 65.
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not and often when we know who we are against”.33

Whereas the search for identity is a central concern for people, communities 
and nations, contemporary world situation calls for a more extended and inclusive 
notion of identity. Amartya Sen in Identity and Violence: The Illusion of Destiny 
writes, for example, of the danger of a solitary approach to human identity. 
Such approach limits identities to strictly defined spheres while at the same 
time considering other people as threats to my own identity. As a result, many 
people think that it is only by withdrawing into their comfort zones and clearly 
defined identity lines that they can achieve a unique destiny. This is the basis 
for so much racism, intolerance, extremism and many other tendencies hurting 
our common humanity and opposed to the central image of God in Christianity 
as a diversity of persons in a unity of essence. According to Sen: “The hope of 
harmony in contemporary world lies to a great extent in a clearer understanding of 
the pluralities of human identity, and in the appreciation that they cut across each 
other and work against a sharp separation along one single line of impenetrable 
division.”34 According to Sen, many of the conflicts and barbarities which we 
face in the world often result from a false illusion, “a magical power of some 
allegedly predominant identity that drowns other affiliations and in a conveniently 
bellicose form can also overpower any human sympathy or natural kindness that 
we may normally have. The result is homespun elemental violence, or globally 
artful violence and terrorism”.35 

The history of South Africa particularly, and the rest of the African continent, 
has been shaped for better or worse by contestations about identity and the canons 
for inclusion and exclusion. Racism, xenophobia, tribalism, fundamentalism, 
intolerance, and hostility towards strangers, immigrants and people whom we 
regard as ‘not one of us’ or ‘ not one like us’ have defined current history of 
Africa for better or for worse. Developing theologies of inclusion, which can 
offer a strong foundation for a community of diversity where everyone feels like 
a first-born child of God, is a major task facing African Christian scholars today. 
This is because the question of border-crossing is not simply about the widening 
gulf between the West and Africa, for instance, or the North and the South, it is 
also a challenge facing African societies today. In order to develop a theology of 
border-crossing in Africa, for example, we need to embrace a relevant cultural 
critical framework to question some of our indigenous and received cultural 
assumptions and conclusions about our identity as Africans and/or non-Africans. 

33 Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (New York: 
Touchstone Books, 1997), 21.

34 Amartya Sen, Identity and Violence: The Illusion of Destiny (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 
2007), XIV.

35 Sen, Identity and Violence, XV. 
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There is also the need for an analysis of power in order to unmask the power 
structure and dominance which influence most contestation about culture, identity 
and the construction of particular sociological form.

Critical cultural theories seek a more empirical notion of culture by questioning 
the intentionality of cultural assumptions and practices and their relevance to 
current questions and concerns. It aims at exposing the limitations of predominant 
cultural practices with a view to proposing a broader integration of other voices. 
Classicist notions of culture once understood culture as discrete entities frozen 
in time, homogeneous and without internal dissent, and unreceptive to external 
influence or changing contexts.36 Western anthropologists going back to the 
Victorian Age (Edward Taylor, Saussare and Claude Levi-Strauss), to mention but 
a few, championed the notion of pure and impure culture, high and low culture, 
civilized and barbarian cultures, superior and inferior cultures. This limited notion 
of human culture and the notion of progress and the Eurocentric supposition of 
superiority against the rest of non-Western cultures and civilizations has dominated 
the formulation of curriculums and educational goals in most Western schools. 
Within the domain of historical study of religion within which new voices in 
theology are emerging, there is a movement from meta-narratives to a critical 
theology which seeks to articulate the liberating effects of the diverse biblical 
narratives and different political and social approaches to theology in conversation 
with critical social theories.37 Theological diversity is located within the compass 
of critical theology and marginality.

Third, a conscious effort in theological academies and in pastoral life to create 
a community of diversity: Formation in theological diversity is an intentional 
orientation of all Christian faith formation to a face-to-face personal encounter 
through embracing all peoples and cultures in the faith formation context with 
inclusive love, openness, respect, joy and gratitude. It is a transformational process 
of building holistic relations in the community of shared life. This way, supportive 
frameworks for spiritual and personal growth and maturity into well-adjusted and 
responsible members of society are established. Formation in theological diversity 
is a holistic formation for both teachers, students, and the entire school or faith 
community aiming at helping all involved to embrace the dignity of differences, 
which defines our being-in-the-world today. It equips students and teachers with 
an integrated faith and ongoing skills for meeting the challenges of cultural and 
ethical pluralism and the fast-paced social changes of contemporary society. 

36 See for instance Gerald A. Arbuckle’s characterization of this challenge in Culture, Inculturation, and 
Theologians: A Post-Modern Critique. (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2010), xxi-18.

37 Don Schweitzer and Derek Simon, “Introduction” in Intersecting Voices: Critical Theologies in a 
Land of Diversity, edited by Don Schweitzer and Derek Simon (Ottawa: Novalis, 2004), 9.
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Theological diversity should be modelled on the Trinitarian image. Trinitarian 
communion models for us how to appreciate our shared communion and friendship 
in the community of the three persons in one God. The community of the beloved 
is built on a Christian humanism which recognizes the dignity of every human 
person and sustained by a sense of common humanity, healthy relationship, 
diversity of qualities and gifts; a passionate love for all of God’s creatures and a 
recognition of the beauty of everyone. It is also a conscious attempt at formation on 
social justice, equity, reduction of prejudice, ethnocentric worldview, and critical 
attentiveness, sensitivity and solidarity to those who still consider themselves 
outsiders in our schools, societies and churches as a result of their place of origin, 
accent, gender, color, ethnicity, sexuality, faith, family history, social inequity and 
the lasting effects of social reproduction. 

Building the community of the beloved will require openness to the fact that 
God’s revelation of love cannot be exclusively contained within any cultural 
or personal vessel; nor is the love of God something that is static. The hearts 
of theologians and pastors in the communities of diversity are constantly being 
opened and expanded by love of God. Just as Jesus opened the scriptures to the 
disciples on the way to Emmaus and stretched their limited understanding of the 
events and people in their lives, in communities of diversity people are seeking 
to understand where people are, and to participate with them in seeking through 
each person the ever expanding inclusive love of God.

Finally, there is the need to embrace an attitude of humility and generosity, 
which will bring about a community hermeneutic of multiplicity where everyone 
is learning and growing in their experience of divine love through others. This 
can become a hermeneutical key through which the theologian witnesses in 
research, teaching and publication to that humility of God, which is achieved 
by God’s condescension – through the mystery of the Incarnation – in multiple 
cultures in order to manifest the inner word of love and grace. It will require a 
humility, which searches for God in the dumps of history and in the weakest of 
the brethren and in the most unseemly places. This humility becomes the path to 
embrace an intercultural theology anchored on trust, reverence for other cultural 
subjects and openness to seeing the foot prints of God in the daily experiences of 
people especially those who are poor and on the margins.
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Fundamentalism and Pentecostalism: 
Blood Nephews?
Marius Nel

 ABSTRACT

Pentecostalism and fundamentalism are viewed by many as closely related, both as 
expressions of a conservative Christian response to modernism and postmodernism. It is 
argued in the article that although the Pentecostal tradition since the 1940s linked with a 
part of Evangelicalism and adopted some of its practices, including their fundamentalist 
view of the Bible, the movement originally viewed the Bible differently. Since the 1970s 
Pentecostals had begun to debate their hermeneutics intensively and the original view 
of the Bible of early Pentecostals gained ground. Today the movement consists of some 
with a fundamentalist attitude while others maintain a Pentecostalist hermeneutic that 
views the Bible as a fixed reference point for the encounter with God, which forms the 
core of Pentecostal identity. Pentecostals reach beyond the levels of creed and ceremony, 
cognizant of a cerebral religion, into the realm of a spirituality defined in terms of the 
search for connection with the precognitive core impulse of human life. The contemporary 
Pentecostal movement functions within the tension created by two opposing views of 
reading and interpreting the Bible.

Introduction
One of the most commonly offered interpretations of Pentecostalism is that it is 
a variant of fundamentalism. In this view, held by many mainline theologians 
as well as some Pentecostals, Pentecostalism represents an expression of 
conservative Christian protest against modern theological trends that deny inter 
alia the divinity of Christ and the authority of Scriptures to define doctrine and 
ethics for contemporary Christians.1 The success of the Pentecostal movement 

1 Philip Kennedy, A Modern Introduction to Theology: New Questions for Old Beliefs (London: I.B. 
Tauris, 2006), 11. Some of the most vocal opponents of Pentecostals are the cessasionists who claim 
that the charismatic functioning of the church in terms of Spirit baptism and spiritual gifts ended with 
the death of the last apostle, and liberal theologians who in their skepticism that nothing can happen 
that is not scientifically explainable destroy believers’ faith in regular divine interventions in the lives of 
contemporary people and their churches. Pentecostalism should in historical terms rather be evaluated 
as a reaction against the institutional church’s perceived formalism, spiritual deadness, slackness and 
lifeless worship, as a restorationist and primitivistic urge to regain (something of) the enthusiasm and 
life of the earliest Church (Grant McClung, “Introduction: ‘Try to get people saved’: Azusa Street 
missiology”, in Azusa Street & Beyond: Missional Commentary on the Global Pentecostal/Charismatic 
Movement, 2nd ed., edited by Grand McClung (Alachua: Bridge-Logos, 2012), 4.
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in reaching the two-thirds world and providing a spirituality acceptable to many 
postmoderns (or late-moderns) is then ascribed and linked to Pentecostalism as the 
resurgence of conservative fundamental faith around the world.2 The Pentecostal 
movement represents diverse phenomena and viewpoints, and cannot be brought 
together under one rubric. This article is written from the perspective of the 
Classic Pentecostal movement, as represented in South Africa by the Apostolic 
Faith Mission (AFM). And although the AFM united in 1996, worship services 
in different languages still divide the church so that white (especially Afrikaans 
speaking) churches differ in important respects from black churches in terms of 
spirituality, liturgy and worship practices, as well as several theological issues. 
The perspective from which the argument is being conducted is that of a white 
pastor of the AFM with all the constraints it entails.3 The article argues that it 
may be logical for some researchers to characterize Pentecostalism as a kind of 
fundamentalism, as there is good historical reason to view Pentecostal hermeneutics 
as fundamentalist to a certain extent. What is then added in Pentecostalism is the 
speaking in tongues as initial proof (or as a sign, or one of the important signs) 
of Spirit baptism. This is, however for several reasons, a misinterpretation that 
does not represent the genius and genesis of Pentecostalism, and certainly also 
not the whole Pentecostal movement.4 

Historical Survey of Pentecostal Hermeneutics and Fundamentalism
While early Pentecostals in general separated themselves from “the world” as 
part of the drive to holiness,5 by the end of the Second World War (1938-1945) 
Pentecostals were driven by a desire to be accepted in order to be deemed 
2 The resurgence of conservative fundamental faith may be linked to the worldwide trend to the right 

that, in 2016, resulted inter alia in Brexit and the election of Donald Trump as USA president; and 
that is linked to the return to conservatism as a way to close ranks against the perceived new enemies, 
the needy immigrants from conflict-riddled parts of the world, especially from Muslim countries, 
overflowing into developed countries.

3 I suspect that the better part of African Pentecostalism shares fundamentalist sentiments as far as its 
view of the Bible is concerned. However, further study is necessary to ascertain the way that African 
Pentecostals, as well as the conglomeration of groups forming part of the charismatic renewal in 
traditional historical denominations, look at the Bible and what their relation is to the fundamentalist 
paradigm. The same is true of Neo-Pentecostal groups; the article does not deal with the view of the 
scriptures held by these diverse groups. Classical Pentecostalism displays enough diversity that the 
article limits itself to what was formerly called the white division of the AFM of SA; among pastors 
and assemblies of the formerly composite division of the AFM another view of Scripture may be 
predominant.

4 Douglas Jacobsen, Thinking in the Spirit: Theologies of the Early Pentecostal Movement (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2003), 355.

5 Marius Nel, “Pentecostalism and the Early Church: On Living Distinctively from the World,” Journal 
of Theology for Southern Africa 153 (2016), 141-159; 158-159.
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respectable.6 Starting in the 1940s and lasting to the 1960s, Pentecostals’ 
perspective shifted, gradually but crucially, from the viewpoint that the anointing 
with the Spirit was all one needs in order to understand and interpret the Bible and 
preach its message effectively, to the realisation of the need for (some) theological 
training in order to meet the challenges that reading an ancient document and 
preaching its message to people living many centuries later pose to the believer 
and pastor. At the same time, and as no coincidence, the Pentecostal movement 
slowly shifted its theological stance of the church as the body of Christ with each 
member taking responsibility for its edification, to the professional pastorate 
taking up more and more of the responsibilities of the ministry.7 

Although experience shows that Pentecostals would continually experience 
tension between the working of the Spirit and academic training,8 in time more 
attention was paid to proper theological training as a prerequisite to be ordained 
as an official pastor of the church, at least in the developed countries. And while 
women were regarded as equal to men in the ministry driven by the Spirit, in the 
new era women in most instances were disallowed to partake in the teaching and 
preaching ministry. The Pentecostal movement since 1906 recognized the ministry 
of women as legitimate and as equal to that of men. This was an important witness 
over claims by fundamentalists, evangelicals, historic Protestants, Catholics and 
Orthodox alike, that women are simply to be “silent in the church”.9

Pentecostals would sometimes express the fear that theological knowledge 
and ability might become a substitute for the direct revelation of the Spirit if the 
church would make theological training conditional to partake in the ministry,10 
a view supported by their perception of some historical churches with excellent 
theological training for their ministers, that they are lacking the “revivalistic spirit”. 
Revelation knowledge, the product of a direct revelation of the Spirit through what 
is read in the Bible but also sometimes of an extra-biblical nature, was viewed as 
superior to knowledge attained through theological study or informed exegetical 
investigation of the scriptures. The problem was that revelation knowledge was 
sometimes used without recourse to any theological knowledge or scientific 
Biblical exegesis that should serve as the guideline for life and teaching to protect 

6 Robert M. Anderson, Vision of the Disinherited: The Making of American Pentecostalism (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1979), xi; Isak Burger and Marius Nel, The Fire Falls in Africa: A history 
of the Apostolic Faith Mission of South Africa (Vereeniging: Christian Art, 2006), 389.

7 Robert P. Menzies, Pentecost: This Story is our Story (Springfield: GPH, 2013), 129.
8 As expressed, e.g., by Frank H. J. Cronjé, “Die AGS Teologiese Kollege”, in AGS 

Werkersraadverslagbundel (Johannesburg: AGS Drukkers, 1979), 46.
9 Cecil M. Robeck, The Azusa Street Mission and Revival: The Birth of the Global Pentecostal Movement 

(Nashville: Nelson, 2006), 25.
10 As verbalized by, e.g., Gordon D. Fee, Gospel and Spirit: Issues in New Testament Hermeneutics 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1991), 84.
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the church from heresies.11 For these reasons, many Pentecostal denominations 
from the forties chose purposefully to rather provide training for their pastors in 
Bible Schools where the training was characterized as “spiritual” (meaning, driven 
and initiated by the Spirit), Bible-centred and Bible-oriented,12 with the Bible 
serving as the main (and in many instances, the only) textbook and committed to 
the “fundamentals of the faith”.13 

This same period also saw the request, from some Pentecostals in the USA,14 
to cooperate with Evangelicals and, in particular, the National Association of 
Evangelicals (NAE).15 Their acceptance and participation in the Evangelical fray 
came at a cost. For instance, prior to the Second World War most Pentecostals were 
pacifists, declaring that in accordance with Scripture they could not participate 

11 Burger & Nel, The Fire Falls in Africa, 389-394.
12 Allan H. Anderson & Gerald J. Pillay, “The Segregated Spirit: The Pentecostals”, in Christianity in 

South Africa: A Political, Social, and Cultural History, edited by Richard Elphick & T. R. H. Davenport 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 236.

13 Kenneth Archer, A Pentecostal Hermeneutic: Spirit, Scripture and Community (Cleveland: CPT, 2009), 
92; Burger & Nel, The Fire Falls in Africa, 393.

14 The Pentecostal movement originated in the USA and American missionaries’ work in South Africa 
from 1908 led to the establishment of the classical Pentecostal denominations in South Africa. The 
decisions of the American Pentecostal movement to a large extent determined the history of the 
movement in South Africa, an influence that is still forming the liturgical and theological development 
of the South African Pentecostal movement to a large extent.

15 In Britain the revival led by John Wesley (1703-1791) gave birth to an evangelical awakening and, 
eventually, the forming of the Evangelical Alliance in 1846 in London. The Alliance upheld nine 
doctrinal affirmations among which are the inspiration of the Bible, the Trinity, and the mediation 
of the divine Christ. In New England the evangelical awakening, headed by Jonathan Edwards, led 
to “Old School” orthodox theology with its emphasis on the Bible as inerrant and the only source of 
divine revelation deductively discerned as objective truth. Charles Finney, B. B. Warfield and Charles 
Hodge converged with the older movements to produce the impetus of the fundamentalist movement 
(Ray S. Anderson, “Fundamentalism”, in The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Modern Christian Thought, 
edited by Alister E. McGrath [Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1993], 230). At the St. Louis, Missouri 
meeting of the National Conference for United Action among Evangelicals in April, 1942, about 10 
percent of the 150 delegates were Pentecostals. The meeting formed the NAE, and by the end of the 
twentieth century Pentecostals formed the majority, with the Assemblies of God with more than 2 
million members and the Church of God as well as the Church of the Nazarene with half a million 
members respectively taking the lead. Full participation did not come easily but it was important for 
Pentecostals to gain visibility and respectability among their evangelical peers, leaving behind their 
reputation as sectarians. The rival organisation established by Carl McIntire in 1942, the American 
Council of Churches (ACCC), the conservative alternative to the Federal Council of Churches of 
Christ in America (FCCCA) and succeeded by the National Council of Churches of Christ in the USA, 
never accepted Pentecostals, applying to them the etiquette of “the tongues group” (Cecil M. Robeck, 
“National Association of Evangelicals”, in Dictionary of Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements, 
edited by Stanley M. Burgess and Gary B. McGee, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988), 634-636; cf. 
website of NAE, <http://nae.net/about-nae/history/>, [Accessed 20 December 2016].
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in war and armed resistance, which involves the destruction of lives.16 The 
viewpoint was changed without much discussion in accordance with the norms 
of Evangelicalism. The Pentecostal initial support for women in ministry, also, 
was superseded by evangelical values that do not allow women to partake in the 
teaching ministry, as already stated.17 Furthermore, the involvement of the laity was 
sacrificed for the establishment of a professional pastorate in accordance with the 
practices among Evangelicals.18 Finally, the Pentecostal church now accepted the 
evangelical viewpoint of verbal inerrancy and infallibility of Scripture, aligning 
itself to a large extent with the fundamentalist use of the Bible.19

While the doctrine of the premillennial rapture of the church taught by many 
fundamentalists had already been accepted and admired by Pentecostals, a 
major difference between fundamentalists and Pentecostals was concerned with 
Pentecostals’ claim that miracles and supernatural interventions still happen 
in contemporary times.20 Fundamentalists and dispensationalists revered the 
appearance of miracles described in the Bible as one of the bedrock fundamentals 
of the faith, but they limited it to a sub-dispensation of the church age in which 
the charismata and supernatural interventions occurred, which ceased with the 
closure of the canon of the New Testament at the end of the apostolic era (so-called 
“cessasionist viewpoint”). Pentecostals tied the reappearance of the charismata to 
the restoration of the apostolic era, as a sign that the Latter Rain before the end 
of the age would herald the rapture of the church.

16 Cecil M. Robeck, “The Assemblies of God and Ecumenical Cooperation: 1920-65”, in Pentecostalism 
in Context, edited by Wonsuk Ma and Robert Menzies (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 
107-150. (JPT Supp. 11). 

17 Margaret M. Poloma, The Assemblies of God at the Crossroads (Knoxville: University of Tennessee 
Press, 1989), 119; D. Daniels, “Everyone Bids You Welcome: A Multicultural Approach to North 
American Pentecostalism”, in Globalization of Pentecostalism, edited by Murray W. Dempster, Byron 
D. Klaus & Douglas Petersen (Irvine: Regnum, 1999), 235.

18 Matthew Clark, “Contemporary Pentecostal leadership: The Apostolic Faith Mission of South Africa 
as Case Study”, Cyberjournal for Pentecostal-charismatic Research 16, <file:///C:/Users/NWUUSER/
Documents/GroupWise/Artikels/Ander%20se%20artikels/M.Clark%20AFM%20Research.html>, 
[Accessed 10 January 2017].

19 For fundamentalists, the Bible is a reliable guide to life, containing systematic rules for living that 
have been proven over “6,000 years” of human history (in line with most fundamentalists’ creationist 
viewpoint). Everything in Scripture is true, and if they have questions about a specific Scripture, like 
its condoning of slavery, polygamy, or the use of excessive violence to subject enemies in the Old 
Testament, they know that prayer, study, and the pastor’s wisdom will provide an answer (Nancy T. 
Ammerman, “North-American Protestant fundamentalism”, in Media, Culture, and the Religious 
Right, edited by Linda Kintz and Julia Lesage [Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 1998], 
61).

20 Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, “Pentecostal Hermeneutics in the Making: On the Way from Fundamentalism 
to Postmodernism”, Journal of the European Theological Association 18 (1998), 76-115.
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It is difficult to define fundamentalism.21 The fundamentalism discussed here 
refers to a movement among theologically conservative Protestant churches that 
organised themselves into the American Bible league in 1902 and the World’s 
Christian Fundamentals Association in 1919,22 based on information published 
between 1910 and 1915 in twelve pamphlets entitled The Fundamentals, edited 
by A.C. Dixon and R.A. Torrey.23 The movement is grounded in five points: 
the verbal inerrancy of Scriptures, the virgin birth and deity of Jesus Christ, the 
substitutionary atonement, the physical resurrection of Jesus, and his bodily 
return to the earth in the near future.24 An eschatological schema that interprets 
history and prophecy in terms of seven periods or “dispensations” according to 
the different methods of God’s dealings with humankind also became integral 
to the fundamentalist movement (initially developed by A.C. Gaebelin and C.I. 
Scofield).25 These periods include: innocence, conscience, human government, 
promise, law, grace, and kingdom. The church age is the age of grace ending 
with the rapture of the church at the second coming. Fundamentalists believe 
the Bible to be perspicuous and its meaning deducible by the common reader. In 
most cases, the meaning the plain man gets out of the Bible is the correct one. 
This method of biblical interpretation is called literalism. If the meaning of the 
Bible contradicts known facts or flies in the face of logic, then the facts are to be 

21 Evangelical fundamentalism is the result of the Protestant denial of any institution, including pope, 
prelate and church, the right over the individual reader to interpret Scripture, necessarily placing 
weight on the text itself to instruct readers. Extreme Protestants do not possess a “church” to govern 
interpretation because they deny institutional authority, “all the while possessing a de facto institutional 
structure which is all the more powerful for being hidden” (Kathleen C. Boone, The Bible Tells Them 
So: The Discourse of Protestant Fundamentalism [Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989], 
18).

22 The term “fundamentalist” is not synonymous with “conservative”. Fundamentalists share with 
conservative Christians support for “traditional” doctrines like the virgin birth, the reality of Jesus’ 
miracles, his resurrection and his eventual return. However, fundamentalists are found among the 
evangelicals who are defined as those who accept that only an individual decision to follow Jesus will 
suffice for salvation and who seek to “win souls for Christ”, testifying to the necessity of a life-changing 
decision to become a Christian which will lead to a sense of a personal and intimate communion with 
Jesus (Ammerman, “North-American Protestant Fundamentalism”, 57).

23 Vinson Synan, “Fundamentalism”, in Dictionary of Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements, edited 
by Stanley M. Burgess and Gary B. McGee (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988), 324.

24 Synan, “Fundamentalism”, 325; Mark Ellington, The Evangelical Movement (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 
1988), 49-72.

25 Dispensationalists use a distinctive method of textual division and classification whereby seven 
dispensations, or ages, are distinguished in the biblical material. Apparent intertextual contradictions 
are often resolved by identifying dispensational differences (Boone, The Bible Tells Them So, 13). 
Dispensational theology was imported from the Plymouth Brethren movement in England through 
the teaching of John Darby, where it thrived as part of the American revivalist movement (Ray S. 
Anderson, “Fundamentalism”, 231).
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disregarded and the logic ignored.26 The Bible is given a central position, signifying 
the high status of the text. To demonstrate its centrality, the pulpit stands in the 
centre of the sanctuary and sermons are expository, based on a primary text that 
is cross-referenced with other scriptural passages.27 Fundamentalists are anti-
scientific and anti-intellectual in the sense that they are unwilling to accept the 
principal assumptions and conclusions of recent science,28 although they accepted 
Francis Bacon’s principles of careful observation and classification of facts, 
but with an accompanying underdeveloped historical consciousness. They wed 
these principles to “common sense” that affirms the ability to apprehend the facts 
clearly (“Scottish Common Sense Realism”), requiring them to harmonize “facts” 
drawn from the Bible and scientific data,29 forming the unspoken assumptions of 
fundamentalist thinking, along with their faith in the Bible.30 With the Bible as 
the only textbook for interpreting the events of history, as well as a manual for 
developing true faith and doctrine, dispensationalist-fundamentalist theology held 
an inerrant and infallible view of Scripture,31 and utilized grammatical-historical 
exegesis.32 

After the Scopes trial in 1925,33 American fundamentalists retreated from 
the seminaries and universities and built Bible institutes where their faith was 
shielded from modernist theological heresies and where, in many instances, they 
developed political radicalism, supporting either anti-Semitism or pro-Zionism, 

26 Robert K. Whalen, “Literalism”, in Encyclopedia of Fundamentalism, edited by Brenda E. Brasher 
(New York: Routledge, 2001), 280-281.

27 Boone, The Bible Tells Them So, 13. Fundamentalists prefer the Schofield Reference Bible (Oxford 
University Press, 1909) and the more recent Ryrie version (1978) that contains extensive footnotes 
explaining “the true intent” of each passage of Scripture (Ammerman, “North-American Protestant 
Fundamentalism”, 62).

28 Science could uncover nothing that could contradict Scriptures, and Scripture is a “storehouse of 
facts” (Charles Hodge, quoted in Ammerman, “North-American Protestant Fundamentalism”, 72). 
Unfortunately, it is true that much fundamentalism is ignorant, populist, and hostile to intellectual 
theology. It is only loosely connected with institutional churches, and effectively functions through 
individual organizations of its own (James Barr, “Fundamentalism”, in The Encyclopedia of Christianity, 
Vol. 2 , edited by Erwin Fahlbusch et al [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001], 364.)

29 Ammerman, “North-American Protestant Fundamentalism”, 64.
30 George M. Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2006), 7-8; The only thing necessary for proper understanding of God’s Word is the implementation 
of common sense while reading it (Richard J. Cherok, “Common Sense Philosophy”, in Encyclopedia 
of Fundamentalism, edited by Brenda E. Brasher [New York: Routledge, 2001], 107).

31 Vern S. Poythress, Understanding Dispensationalism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 142.
32 John C. Hutchison, “Bible study”, in Encyclopedia of Fundamentalism, edited by Brenda E. Brasher 

(New York: Routledge, 2001), 63-64.
33 Colin A. Russell, “Biological Science and Christian Thought”, in The Blackwell Encyclopedia of 

Modern Christian Thought, edited by Alister E. McGrath (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1993), 51-56.
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radical anticommunism, several conspiracy theories, and separatism.34 The 
Pentecostals followed suit and established Bible Schools, as will be described in 
the next section.

After 1960 the term “fundamentalist” became reserved for separatist groups, 
excluding conservatives in most mainline denominations.35 Fundamentalists find 
their strongest ally in the Pietistic tradition and revivalist movement, where they 
receive popular support in the grassroots evangelicalism that revivalism produces.36 
Today the term is used in the USA to refer mostly to Baptist dispensationalists.37 
They view cultural factors as subversive of biblical faith and strongly reject 
secularism and humanism as antithetical to God’s revealed truth in the Bible. They 
are active in mounting campaigns against pornography, abortion and contemporary 
forces which break down and undermine the traditional family.38 A next semantic 
shift in the word “fundamentalism” encompasses “fundamentalisms” in other 
religions. The term “fundamentalism” is increasingly being applied to phenomena 
found in other faiths, notably Islam, but also Judaism, Hinduism and aspects of 
Roman Catholicism.39 Today many people perceive “fundamentalism” in these 
extreme terms and, as a result, Islamic or Hindu fundamentalism is seen in equal 
terms to “Christian fundamentalism”, a notion that clouds any discussion of 
the term. These forms of fundamentalisms have nothing to do with the original 
Christian movement of the early 1920s.

What is important is to distinguish between fundamentalism as an etiquette 
and as a phenomenon. When it is used as an etiquette, theological groups brand 
each other. As a phenomenon, fundamentalism refers to the attitude of individuals 
and groups which, in an exclusivist and sectarian manner, consider their position 

34 Fundamentalism is “a worldwide reaction against many of the mixed offerings of modernity” (Martin 
Marty, Religion and Republic: The American Circumstance [Boston: Beacon, 1987], 299) and appeals 
to those looking for “authoritarian solutions” so that fundamentalists are less motivated by religious 
belief as such than by psychological disposition, social forces and historical circumstances. It is best 
defined as “militantly anti-modernist Protestant evangelicalism” (Marsden, Fundamentalism and 
American Culture, 4). Its present resurgence is partially due to contemporary fundamentalists’ skilful 
use of the mass media (Marty, Religion and Republic, 300). The history of fundamentalism contains 
many instances of the persecution of denominational leaders and theologians suspected of “modernist” 
tendencies (Anderson, “Fundamentalism”, 230).

35 Many became disillusioned with the negative and separatist stance of the fundamentalists, and started 
formulating a new approach to defining the theological agenda, exemplified by Carl F. Henry and 
Harold J. Ockenga with their “new evangelicalism” (George Marsden, Reforming Fundamentalism: 
Fuller Seminary and the New Evangelicalism [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987], 243).

36 Anderson, “Fundamentalism”, 231.
37 George M. Marsden, Understanding Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1991), 4.
38 Anderson, “Fundamentalism”, 232.
39 James Barr, “Fundamentalism”, 365. 
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as the only standard of truth, rejecting all other viewpoints and perspectives in 
advance, without any further discussion. This attitude is not confined to theology 
or religion but can occur in all scientific endeavours and include people from 
diverse viewpoints, from extremely conservative to liberal.40

In conclusion, American Fundamentalism can be defined for purposes of 
comparison with the Pentecostals as a religious attitude in conservative circles that 
displays the following characteristics: It views the Bible as the absolute source of 
authority,41 and focuses on the verbal inerrancy of the Bible.42 It is negative toward 
and feels threatened by modernist theology, especially German higher critical 
views, and science, specifically the theory of evolution.43 It is highly exclusivist 
and functions with the supposition that its theology contains the whole and full 
truth. The basis of faith (and truth) is something given; it does not lie in the church 
as institution (contra Roman Catholicism) and it is neither a matter of reasoned 
or dispassionate discussion, nor something to be worked out or discovered, but is 
something already known and to be proclaimed with certainty, clearly exemplified 
in the Bible, which must be accepted without question or qualification.44 

As stated, the moderate Fundamentalists who distanced themselves from Carl 
McIntire and his ACCC and established the NAE in 1943 accepted the Pentecostals, 
marking the beginning of a new era of Evangelicalism rather than the previous 
discredited movement characterized by a crude fundamentalism. In the process, 
as has been argued, it influenced the way Pentecostals interpreted the Bible.

From 1970, new developments led to the change from “Bible School” training 
to proper theological training and the establishment of theological colleges, later 
called seminaries.45 The movement accepted that its leaders and pastors should 
be trained sufficiently to lead believers in a responsible manner, leading to an 
integrated, Pentecostal liberal education,46 as well as a pastorate consisting of 

40 <https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/fundamentalism>, [Accessed 17 January 2017].
41 “The one unifying factor in all these movements, without a doubt, is their common adherence to the 

basic authority of the Scripture as the only dependable guide for faith and practice” (Jerry Falwell, The 
Fundamentalist Phenomenon: The Resurgence of Conservative Christianity [Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1986], 53).

42 J.I. Packer, Fundamentalism and the Word of God: Some evangelical principles (Eerdmans, Grand 
Rapids, 1958), 32.

43 Ammerman, “North-American Protestant Fundamentalism”, 56.
44 Barr, “Fundamentalism”, 363-364.
45 Dean C. Reddy, The Apostolic Faith Mission of South Africa with special reference to its rise and 

development in the “Indian” community (Unpublished MTh Dissertation, University of Durban-
Westville, 1992), 160; M. Chinappan, In Covenant Bible College, Durban (Brochure 1983-1993, 
Privately published, 1993), 4. 

46 Marc Turnage, “The Early Church and the Axis of History and Pentecostalism: Facing the 21st Century: 
Some Reflections”, Journal of the European Pentecostal Theological Association 23 (2003), 4-29, 
especially 21.
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full-time pastors.47 Eventually theological training was made compulsory for 
anyone considering entering the ordained ministry and, as a result, the gap between 
“clergy” and “laity” broadened.48

It is necessary to discuss the period between 1940 and 1970, and the 
development of Pentecostal hermeneutics.

How Pentecostal Hermeneutics Developed
Early Pentecostalism’s spirituality was charismatic with an emphasis on 
participation of every believer due to each one’s unique equipment through the 
Spirit, and eschatologically driven by an urgency to reach the world with the 
gospel before the imminent second coming. Their spirituality determined how 
they interpreted the Bible, with an emphasis on supernatural interventions and 
the expectation of the rapture that could occur at any moment.49 The Bible was 
read in order to experience Christ’s presence, empowering and allowing one to 
preach and witness.50 Every one participated in the preaching and through personal 
testimonies. Members would affirm their approval with what was said by saying 
“Amen” and “Hallelujah”, and in many instances someone listening would be 
moved to stand up and participate in the service. The worship service was not the 
responsibility of a professional.51 Sermons and even testimonies ended with an 
altar call, and interested parties would be accompanied by believers who shared 
prayer with them. The message,52 not a prepared sermon, was pragmatic and 
directed to listeners’ needs.53

47 Burger & Nel, The Fire Falls in Africa, 393.
48 C.W. Goff, Measuring the Clergy/Laity Gap and its Effect on Church Health and Outreach (Eisenhower: 

ProQuest, 2008), 91.
49 Steven J. Land, Pentecostal Spirituality: A Passion for the Kingdom (Cleveland: CPT, 1993), 3; Veli-

Matti Kärkkäinen, Spiritus ubi vult spirat: Pneumatology in Roman Catholic-Pentecostal Dialogue 
(1972-1989) (Helsinki: Luther-Agricola Society, 1998), 77 (Schriften der Luther-Agricola-Gesellschaft 
42).

50 Jerry L. Sandidge, Roman Catholic-Pentecostal dialogue (1977-1982): A study in developing 
ecumenism. (Peter Lang, Frankfurt am Main, 1987), 141. (Studien zur interkulturellen Geschichte 
des Christentums 144).

51 Archer, A Pentecostal Hermeneutic, 67.
52 In its early days, Pentecostals did not refer to a “sermon”; the term was limited to the formal form of 

speech they connected with established denominations. Pentecostals expected that the preacher would 
bring a “message” from God. In order to receive the message, it was not as important to exegete a text 
from the Bible as to pray, experience the anointing of the Spirit and hear directly the voice of the Spirit. 
The historical-critical approach in reading the text, especially, was held as suspicious because it was 
perceived to reflect human efforts to interpret God’s Word (J. Byrd, “Paul Ricoeur’s Hermeneutical 
Theory and Pentecostal Proclamation”, Pneuma 15, no. 2 [1993], 203-205).

53 Grant Wacker, Heaven Below: Early Pentecostals and American Culture (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2001), 10.
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For them, the Bible was the inspired Word of God, determining doctrine and 
lifestyle. When they read the Bible, in most instances they did not recognize the 
historical distance between contemporary believers and the text. They did not 
read the text in terms of its social-cultural and historical setting but as though it 
was written for their situation. It was also important to read the Bible as literally 
as possible,54 taking it at face value.55 By way of allegory and typology, difficult 
texts were given a new lease of life and applied to the own context.56 What was 
important was not to provide believers with a lot of information about God; what 
was more essential was that people experienced an encounter with God. In time, 
believers were taught how to verbalize their experiences in order to become 
witnesses to the Pentecostal truth; the biblical witnesses provided the words 
needed to testify concerning present experiences.57 To know God was to stand in 
a relationship with him rather than to have information about him and, when you 
witness about him, you talk about your encounter with him in your testimony.58 
They also understood history in a positivist sense; historical (and scientific) “facts” 
provided in the Bible are undeniably true because they are contained in the Word of 
God. That it was written in the Bible guaranteed its truth. They utilized a specific 
scopus to interpret the Bible, either the fourfold full-gospel pre-understanding 
of Jesus as Saviour, Baptizer, Sanctifier or soon coming King,59 or the fivefold 
Gospel of Christ as Saviour, Healer, Sanctifier, Baptizer and coming King.60 Most 
participants in the early worship services were uneducated and poor, functioning at 
the edge of society and experiencing revilement and rejection for their perceived 
emotionalist ways of worshiping.61

54 Archer, A Pentecostal Hermeneutic, 65. To read the Bible literally implies that “it means what it says” 
(Boone, The Bible Tells Them So, 13).

55 Archer, A Pentecostal Hermeneutic, 66.
56 Russell J. Spittler, “Scripture and the Theological Enterprise: A View from the Big Canoe”, in The 

Use of the Bible, edited by Robert K. Johnston (Atlanta: John Knox, 1985), 75-77.
57 Jean-Daniel Pluess, “Azusa and Other Myths: The Long and Winding Road from Experience to Stated 

Belief and Back Again”, Pneuma 15, no. 2 (1993), 191.
58 Scott A. Ellington, “Pentecostals and the Authority of Scriptures”, Journal of Pentecostal Theology 

4, no. 9 (1996), 26; Jürgen Moltmann & Karl-Josef Kuschel (eds.), “Preface”, Concilium 3 (1996), 
i-viii.

59 William Menzies, “The Methodology of Pentecostal Theology: An Essay on Hermeneutics”, in Essays 
on Apostolic Themes, edited by P. Elbert (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1985), 15; D. Tomberlin, Pentecostal 
Sacraments: Encountering God at the Altar (Cleveland: Center for Pentecostal Leadership and Care, 
2010), 35-53.

60 Paul W. Lewis, “Reflections of a hundred years of Pentecostal theology”, Cyberjournal for Pentecostal-
Charismatic Research (2016), <http://www.pctii.org/cyberj/cyberj12/lewis.htm#_ftn1>, [Accessed 31 
January 2016]. (Paper presented at the 9th Annual William Menzies Lectureship in January, 2001, at 
Asia Pacific Theological Seminary in Baguio, Philippines, 1-25.)

61 Spittler, “Scripture and the Theological Enterprise: A View from the Big Canoe”, 75.
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As explained, at the end of the Second World War it became imperative for 
Pentecostals to improve their status. When the Evangelicals accepted them,62 
they established Bible Schools to train pastors in the Evangelical fundamentalist-
literalistic way of reading the Bible and utilizing the textbooks written by 
conservative Evangelicals.63 They rejected any criticism of the Bible, ascribing 
the lax morals in some churches to the influence of modern theologians destroying 
the faith of ordinary Christians.64

Since the 1970s, more and more Pentecostals ventured into the academy, 
eventually leading to the establishment of theological colleges and seminaries.65 
Some members and pastors, however, still read the Bible in a fundamentalist 
fashion. For that reason they prefer to use the King James Version (1611),66 as 
well as the Afrikaanse Ou Vertaling (1933; 1957 Revised), leading to a divergence 
amongst members and most pastors and theologians.67 

However, early Pentecostals did not interpret the Bible in a fundamentalist 
manner.68 At first, they did not ascribe authority to the Bible due to its inerrancy 
or infallibility, but to its utility in showing the way to a personal encounter with 
God.69 Although the Bible served as the standard to define their faith and practice, 
they preferred to define doctrine on the basis of their experiences with the God 
who utilizes the Bible to reveal himself through his Spirit.

Early Pentecostal hermeneutics differ from fundamentalism in several ways. 
While fundamentalists accept the cessasionist view that the supernatural should 
be ensconced in the past and bracketed off from the present, the essence of 
Pentecostal spirituality is the charismatic experience of Spirit baptism, leading 
to the expectation of the miracle-working intervention of God in the present-

62 Douglas Jacobsen, “Knowing the Doctrines of Pentecostals: The Scholastic Theology of the Assemblies 
of God, 1930-55”, in Pentecostal Currents in American Protestantism, edited by Edith L. Blumhofer, 
Russell L. Spittler, and Grant Wacker (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1999), 90-107.

63 Jacobsen, Thinking in the Spirit, 356.
64 Jacobsen, Thinking in the Spirit, 356.
65 Lewis, “Reflections of a Hundred Years of Pentecostal Theology”, 10.
66 Sarah Eekhoff Zylstra, “The Most Popular and Fastest Growing Bible Translation Isn’t What You 

Think It Is”, in Christianity Today <http://www.christianitytoday.com/gleanings/2014/march/most-
popular-and-fastest-growing-bible-translation-niv-kjv.html>, [Accessed 16 January 2016], 1, reports 
that the King James Version is still the most read English translation in the twenty-first century; Alan 
Altany, “Biblical Criticism”, in Encyclopedia of Fundamentalism, edited by Brenda E. Brasher (New 
York: Routledge, 2001), 64.

67 Henry Lederle, Treasures Old and New: Interpretation of the Spirit Baptism in the Charismatic Renewal 
Movement (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1988), 162; T. Cargal, “Beyond the Fundamentalist-Modernist 
Controversy: Pentecostals and Hermeneutics in a Postmodern Era”, Pneuma 15, no. 2 (1993), 179; 
Lewis, “Reflections of a Hundred Years”, 10.

68 Walter Hollenweger, “From Azusa Street to Toronto Phenomenon: Historical Roots of Pentecostalism”, 
Concilium 3, no. 6 (1993); Lewis, “Reflections of a Hundred Years”, 8.

69 Ellington, “Pentecostals and the Authority of Scriptures”, 17.
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day church. Modernism and fundamentalism eliminate the supernatural from 
the contemporary experience of faith; fundamentalists affirm the supernatural 
in theory but deny its present-day revelation in practice. “Pentecostalism as a 
whole was just too physical and too lacking in philosophical rationality for most 
fundamentalists to give it a positive look”.70

Fundamentalists view God’s relation to the world in constant and unchanging 
terms; Pentecostals experience the relation as dynamic and progressive. The 
truth was delivered in the Bible and the Bible represents a closed canon for 
fundamentalists; Pentecostals expect that God would reveal the truth in the present 
moment on an ongoing basis. The primary task of fundamentalists is to defend the 
absolutely essential foundation and criterion of truth given once and for all in the 
Bible,71 while Pentecostals accept that God’s character is unchanging and constant 
while being passionately involved in the history of human affairs, representing 
the apocalyptic worldview favoured by the Jesus of the Gospels.72 Truth is still 
unfolding because the Spirit reveals Christ in new situations and contexts at the 
hand of the biblical testimony. Furthermore, although the Bible is respected as 
the fount of revealed truth, it functions for Pentecostals as the road sign showing 
the way to meet God in his ongoing revelation of truth. 

The Bible is viewed and respected as inspired and preserved by the Spirit with 
the purpose of illuminating, teaching and transforming the lives of contemporary 
believers. The Bible becomes the Word, as Luther emphasized, because of the 
Spirit’s ministry; the authority of the Spirit comes before the authority accorded 
to the Bible.73 The expectation is that a modern-day believer can experience 
existentially what the earliest apostles experienced through the working of the 
same Spirit and accompanied by the same charismatic phenomenology that 
characterized the earliest church.74

Early Pentecostals viewed creedalism as a sign of the petrification of historical 
denominations where truth only existed in a historic sense because they did not 
enjoy the Spirit baptism,75 while fundamentalism greatly valued the historic 
confessions of faith as founding the church’s proclamation of biblical truth. In 
the words of early Pentecostal pioneers, theological endeavours are viewed by 
Pentecostals as a fence of words that prevent Christians from having to confront 

70 Jacobsen, Thinking in the Spirit, 357.
71 Barr, “Fundamentalism”, 363.
72 Menzies, Pentecost: This Story is Our Story, 13.
73 Land, Pentecostal Spirituality: A Passion for the Kingdom, 100, 106; M. Welker, “Word and Spirit, 

Spirit and Word: A Protestant Response”, Concilium 3 (1996), 52-79.
74 Howard M. Ervin, “Hermeneutics: A Pentecostal Option”, Pneuma 2, no. 2 (1981), 22.
75 “…the best of creeds are but the sawdust of men’s opinions, stuffed in skins and feathers of truth 

to give them a pleasing and attractive appearance; to draw people into the support of an organized 
ecclesiasticism, or an individualistic propaganda” (Charles F. Parham, Kol Kare Bemidbar: A Voice 
Crying in the Wilderness [Baxter Springs: Robert L. Parham, 1902], 67).
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the living God as the One who surpasses all the church’s neat formulas, and 
sometimes even contradicts them.76 Theology in part represents the long night 
of theological dryness that was characterized by people being fed on theological 
chips, shavings and wind. But now it has passed, with the new Pentecostal light 
that dawned at Azusa Street in 1906.77 Dogmas and doctrine were the worn-out 
shells of yesterday, thankfully discarded after holding Christians in bondage for 
many years.78 What was important was not to defend truth but advance it, through 
the power of the Spirit.79

Harvey Cox divides the population into four large spiritual or ideological 
blocks: scientific modernists, conventional (mainstream) religious believers, 
fundamentalists, and proponents of experimentalism.80 He places most 
Pentecostals in the last group rather than among the fundamentalists, and argues 
that Pentecostalism enjoys its current phenomenal growth because it has somehow 
reached beyond the levels of creed and ceremony, cognizant of a cerebral 
religion, into the realm of “primal spirituality”, defined in terms of the search for 
connection with the precognitive core impulse of human life that has been evident 
in several influential cultural movements during the last century.81 Pentecostals 
have a penchant for experience combined with the rejection of the notion that a 
coherent and comprehensive vision of God, themselves, and the world may exist. 
Faith is rather a spiritual bricolage, an eclectic, pulled-together bundle of ideas 
and practices that help people pragmatically to traverse the spiritual journey.82 
Their faith reaches beneath, around, and beyond currently available language to 
help people deal with deep human experiences that defy translation into rational 
speech. Pentecostal spirituality places equal value on the affective, moral, and 
doctrinal (or cerebral) dimensions of faith, or feeling, action, and belief. Theology 
is defined as more than the intellectual, an option that many postmodern people 
find attractive.83

Pentecostal faith is in some sense flexible and “postmodern” but that does 
not and should not mean that anything goes. Pentecostals agree that the Bible 
as the Word of God should remain the bedrock of truth, even if they allow for 
ongoing revelation. Extra biblical revelation should always be measured against 

76 Parham, Kol Kare Bemidbar: A Voice Crying in the Wilderness, 66.
77 Richard G. Spurling, The Lost Link (Turtletown: R.G. Spurling, 1920), 22.
78 Esek W. Kenyon, Identification: A Romance in Redemption (Seattle: Kenyon’s Gospel Publishing 

Society, 1968), 63.
79 Jacobsen, “Knowing the Doctrines of Pentecostals”, 104.
80 Harvey Cox, Fire From Heaven: The Rise of Pentecostal Spirituality and the Reshaping of Religion 

in the Twenty-First Century (New York: Addison-Wesley, 1995), 81.
81 Cox, Fire from Heaven, 117.
82 Cox, Fire from Heaven, 304-305.
83 Jacobsen, Thinking in the Spirit, 362.



71Fundamentalism and Pentecostalism: Blood Nephews?

the guidelines provided in Scripture, and the community of faith should remain 
the centre of discernment to protect it against the risks inherent to its subjectivism.

Concluding Remarks
Although the Pentecostal movement is diverse, it is possible to define a Pentecostal 
hermeneutical approach already functioning in its earliest days in terms of four 
aspects.84 First, the Bible becomes a living word when it interprets the believer 
in ways that cannot be predicted or determined. Second, when the believer stands 
in a relation with God it leads to knowledge about God that is based on the Bible 
and mediated through experiences with God; knowledge about God comes from 
Scripture and practical experience with God. Pentecostals do not primarily compile 
information about God in the Bible; the Bible anticipates what happens when God 
meets people. Third, Pentecostal hermeneutics is characterized by a democratic 
reading and interpretation of the Bible, where all believers witness to the truth of 
the Bible as it is reflected in their encounter with God. Lastly, the church serves 
as a corrective influence to discern truth and prevent individual interpretation 
that may lead to heresy. 

Although Pentecostals allow that each believer may interpret the Bible in 
terms of common sense, as fundamentalists also do, they believe that the core of 
truth lies in an encounter with God which leads to life transformation.85 Scripture 
forms a fixed reference point for the encounter with God; this is the core of 
Pentecostal identity.86

Pentecostal hermeneutics differs from fundamentalism in several ways. 
Fundamentalists believe that the supernatural should be bracketed off from the 
present while Pentecostals’ experience of the Spirit baptism leads them to expect 
supernatural intervention in their daily lives. The truth was delivered in the closed 
canon of the Bible for fundamentalists while Pentecostals expect that God would 
reveal the truth in the present moment. The primary task of fundamentalists is to 
defend the absolutely essential foundation and criterion of truth given once and 
for all in the Bible while Pentecostals accept that God is involved in the history. 
They respect the Bible for its revealed truth but add that the Bible serves as the 
road sign showing the way to meet God.

The Pentecostal movement lives in the tension of two opposing ways of 
viewing the Bible, a fundamentalist and Pentecostal hermeneutics. 

84 R. D. Moore, “A Pentecostal Approach to Scripture”, Seminary Viewpoint 8, no. 1 (1987), 12-13.
85 D. Martin, “Pentecostalism: An Alternate Form of Modernity and Modernization?” in Global 

Pentecostalism in the 21st Century, edited by R.W. Hefner (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2013), 59-60.

86 J. D. Johns, “Pentecostalism and the Postmodern Worldview”, Journal for Pentecostal Theology 7 
(1995), 75.
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Decolonial Reflection on the 
Landlessness of the Levites
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 ABSTRACT 

Decoloniality is a perspective through which structures of domination are questioned 
and challenged. Power structures tend to legitimize the relation of superiority-inferiority 
between those in the position of dominance and the dominated. The social structure of 
domination results in the distribution of opportunities and resources to favour those in 
the position of power. The focus of this paper is on the landlessness of the Levites as 
projected in the Hexateuch, and its argument is that the landlessness of the Levites was 
a result of the social construction of tribal ranking among the Israelite tribes in which 
the Joseph tribes assumed the position of power and privilege and, as a result, became 
more landed than the rest of Israel’s tribes, this at the expense of Levites – the landless.

Introduction
Landlessness, both in history and at present, is not accidental. It is often a result of 
exclusionary tendencies through which some become landed whereas others are 
rendered landless. Israel’s story in the Hexateuch is intertwined with the concept 
of land. When God calls Abraham, there is a shift from being landed to a state of 
being landless, but with the promise that he will be landed again: 

 ַוּיֹאֶמר ְיהָוה ֶאל־ַאְבָרם ֶלְך־ְלָך ֵמַאְרְצָך ּוִמּמֹוַלְדְּתָך ּוִמֵּבית ָאִביָך ֶאל־ָהָאֶרץ ֲאֶׁשר ַאְרֶאָּך

YHWH said to Abram, leave your land, your people, and your father’s house to the land 
which I will show you (Gen 12:1).

Within the broader context of the Hexateuch the promise of land only finds its 
fulfilment in the book of Joshua; however, within the mini-narratives of the 
patriarchs – Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob – the promise is partially fulfilled in each 
patriarch. The Moses or exodus story serves as a replay of the Abrahamic promise 
in that the Hebrews/Israelites, like Abraham, have to leave Egypt and become 
landless before they become landed again. A significant difference between the 
patriarchs and the exodus story is that the former did not become landed by 
conquering the inhabitants of the so-called Promised Land but were peacefully 
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accommodated in the land,1 whereas in the latter case the land promise is fulfilled 
through conquest. The land conquest, as Prior argues, lends itself to oppressive 
interpretation and application due to its oppressive nature.2 For Mugambi, the 
exodus motif is useful and applicable for Africans and others in the subaltern 
regions as a linchpin in their quest for liberation; however, the postcolonial 
situation requires a shift from the exodus motif to the reconstruction motif.3 
Mugambi’s call tends to assume that the demise of colonialism amounted to a 
complete collapse of the colonial matrix of power. As Maldonado-Torres notes, 
however, the structures of colonialism continue to survive post the collapse of 
colonial administrations:

Coloniality is different from colonialism. Colonialism denotes a political and economic 
relation in which the sovereignty of a nation or a people rests on the power of another 
nation, which makes such nation an empire. Coloniality, instead, refers to the long-
standing patterns of power that emerged as a result of colonialism, that define culture, 
labour, intersubjective relations, and knowledge production well beyond the strict limits 
of colonial administrations. Thus coloniality survives colonialism. It is maintained in 
books, in the criteria for academic performance, in cultural patterns, in common sense, in 
the self-image of people, in aspirations of self, and so many other aspects of our modern 
experience. In a way, as modern subjects we breathe coloniality all the time and every day.4

In the South African context, the recent Rhodes-Must-Fall Campaign, the 
Fees-Must-Fall Campaign, and the calls for decolonization of the curriculum in 
South Africa’s universities all speak to an environment in which the structures 
of coloniality continue to survive. Furthermore, the continuing landlessness of 
the masses of people in the South African context also speaks to the continuing 
structures of colonialism. 

The focus of this paper is not on the exodus motif as a movement from being 
landed to being landless to being landed; rather, it is on the exclusion of the Levites 
from the land allotment within the tribal confederation. This paper will engage 
the issue of the landlessness of the Levites from a decolonial perspective as a 
means of challenging the power structures which tend to legitimize the relation 
of superiority to inferiority and of privileged to underprivileged so as to benefit 
the superior or the privileged. The argument of this paper is that the landlessness 

1 Ehud Ben Zvi, “The Memory of Abraham in Late Persia/Early Hellenistic Yehud/Judah”, in 
Remembering the Biblical Figures in the Late Persian & Early Hellenistic Periods, edited by Diana 
V. Edelman and Ehud Ben Zvi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 3-37, 10. 

2 Michael P. Prior, The Bible and Colonialism: A Moral Critique (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
1999), 46. 

3 Jesse N. K. Mugambi, Christian Theology and Social Reconstruction (Nairobi: Acton, 2003); “From 
Liberation to Reconstruction”, in African Theology Today, edited by E. Katongole (Scranton: University 
Press, 2002), 189-206.

4 Nelson Maldonado-Torres, “On the Coloniality of Being”, Cultural Studies 21, no. 2 (2007), 240-270. 
Online: <http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09502380601162548>, [Accessed 24 January 2017].
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of the Levites was a result of the social construction of tribal ranking among the 
Israelites tribes in which the Joseph tribes assumed the position of power and 
privilege, and therefore they became more landed than the rest of Israel tribes, 
this at the expense of Levites – the landless. 

Decolonial Reading of Biblical Texts 
The decolonial approach to the reading of biblical texts is applied in various ways. 
A common decolonial strategy pays attention to the power relations between the 
coloniser and the colonised as it relates to the formation of the biblical canon. From 
this perspective, some of the biblical texts were produced under the influence and/
or sponsorship of the Israelite imperialists, and somewhat to serve the interests 
of the imperialists.5 Thus, a decolonial reading, just like postcolonial biblical 
criticism, seeks to analyse the nature of the relationship between Israel and the 
imperial powers who dominated Israel, and as to how such a relationship shaped 
Israel’s response, whether it be acceptance, complicity, or resistance.6 However, 
decolonial optic, while it recognises the imperial sponsorship on the development 
of some of the biblical texts, does not necessarily regard the biblical text to be 
an irredeemably imperial-sponsored product or as monolithic. Though certain 
biblical texts were composed under the sponsorship of the imperial powers, it does 
not follow that the only voices that can be heard from the text are the assenting 
and the colluding voices. Therefore, a decolonial reading also seeks to uncover 
the voices of those who have been marginalized and the suppressed voices of 

5 As Davidson notes, “The Bible represents the work of different imperial forces on multiple levels. 
Compiled, edited, and authored amidst the background of a series of empires, the Bible deals with the 
fortunes of the nation of Israel/Judah in relation to these empires. As a minority group in the context 
of empire, Israel/Judah possesses little military power to control its destiny. As a text product of the 
era of colonization and domination, the Bible represents a discourse of resistance and accommodation 
to the realities of empires” (Steed V. Davidson, Empire and Exile: Postcolonial Readings of the Book 
of Jeremiah [New York: T&T Clark International, 2011], 42). For further discussion on the issue of 
imperial sponsorship on the development of biblical texts, see James W. Wats, ed. Persia and Torah: 
The Theory Imperial Authorization of the Pentateuch (SBLSymS 17; Atlanta: SBL, 2001); Jon L. 
Berquist, “Postcolonialism and Imperial Motives for Canonization”, Semeia 75 (1996): 15-35; Leo G. 
Perdue, Israel and Empire: A Postcolonial History of Israel and Early Judaism (London: Bloomsbury, 
2015). 

6 Gale A. Yee, “Postcolonial Criticism and Postcolonial Theory”, in Methods of Exodus, edited by 
Thomas B. Dozeman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 193-234, 195. See also R. S. 
Sugirtharajah, “A Postcolonial Exploration of Collusion and Construction in Biblical Interpretation”, 
in The Postcolonial Bible, edited by R. S. Sugirtharajah (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998); 
Jeremy Punt, Postcolonial Biblical Interpretation: Reframing Paul (Leiden: Brill, 2015); Richard 
Horsley, ed. In the Shadow of the Empire: Reclaiming the Bible as History of Faithful Resistance 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008). 
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resistance within the same Bible.7 
At another level, the decolonial approach critically reflects, on the one hand, 

on the legacy of the Bible as an instrument that the modern European colonial 
political powers took up to justify their colonial agenda,8 and on the other hand, 
on the survival of the colonial patterns and structures produced by centuries of 
colonisation in the so-called, postcolonial world. The survival of the colonial 
patterns and structures in the so-called postcolonial world is what decolonial 
scholars refer to as “coloniality”. Thus, as in postcolonial biblical criticism, the 
decolonial optic brings the contemporary context to bear in the interpretation of 
the Bible – the effects of colonialism, neo-colonialism, globalisation, exploitation, 
the devaluing of others, etc. The postcolonial in this sense is not taken as a marker 
of the termination point, rather as Punt highlights, it points “to the full extent of 
the practical condition following colonialism, the aftermath of which is present 
since the inception of colonialism”.9

In Africa and other subaltern regions the decolonial approach is a resistance 
reading of the Bible:

 � resistance to past and present Euro-Western domination;
 � resistance to the Euro-Western use of the Bible in their expansion and 

colonisation project;
 � exposure of the Western claim to superiority.10

Musa Dube’s postcolonial feminist approach has two important dimensions 

7 Jon L. Berquist, “Postcolonialism and Imperial Motives for Canonization”, Semeia 75 (1996), 15-35; 
Boyung Lee, “When the Text is the Problem: A Postcolonial Approach to Biblical Pedagogy”, Religious 
Education 102/1 (2007), 44-61.

8 Within the African context, as Dube notes, this evokes the “dangerous memories of slavery, colonialism, 
apartheid, and neo-colonialism. To read the Bible as an African is to relive the painful equation of 
Christianity with civilization, paganism and slavery” (Musa Dube, “Towards a Postcolonial Feminist 
Interpretation of the Bible”, Semeia 78 [1997], 13). Brett, writing from the Australian context, highlights 
how the Bible was ideologically used as an instrument of colonisers. Brett engages in a re-reading of 
biblical texts that have been used to serve interests of the colonialists to indicate that those biblical 
texts can be read differently to undermine or challenge the imperial/colonialist readings of those texts 
(Mark G. Brett, Decolonizing God: The Bible in the Tides of Empire [Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix 
Press, 2008]). 

9 Punt, Postcolonial Biblical Interpretation, 14. Segovia refers to the postcolonial “as conscientization, a 
realization of the problematic of domination and subordination in the geopolitical realm” (Fernando F. 
Segovia, “Mapping the Postcolonial Optic in Biblical Criticism: Meaning and Scope”, in Postcolonial 
Biblical Criticism: Interdisciplinary Intersections, edited by S. D. Moore and F. F. Segovia (London: 
T & T Clark, 2005), 65. 

10 I am indebted here to Yee, “Postcolonial Criticism”, 207; Patricia K. Tull, “One Book, Many Voices: 
Conceiving of Isaiah’s Polyphonic Message”, in “As Those Who Are Taught”: The Interpretation of 
Isaiah from the LXX to the SBL, edited by Claire M. McGinnis and Patricia K. Tull, SBLSymS 27 
(Leiden: Brill, 2006), 279-314, 313.
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to it: decolonization and liberating interdependence. Reading for decolonization, 
as Dube points out, “seeks to interrogate the travel/mission texts of the Bible and 
the power relations they advocate between different cultural lands and people”.11 
The liberating interdependence has two aspects: “first, to propound biblical 
readings that decolonize imperialistic tendencies and other narrative designs; 
second, to propound readings that seek to highlight the biblical texts and Jesus 
as the undoubtedly important cultures, which are nonetheless, not above all, but 
among the many important cultures of the world”.12 For Dube, the liberating 
interdependence recognizes and affirms the dignity of all things and all people, 
and the interdependence between genders, race, ethnicities, continents, cultures, 
nations, and the environment.13 To use Sugirtharajah’s words, it 

offers a space for the once-colonized. It is an interpretive act of the descendants of those 
once subjugated. In effect, it means a resurrection of the marginal, the indigene and the 
subaltern … It is an act of reclamation, redemption and reaffirmation against the past 
colonial and current neocolonializing tendencies, which continue to exert influence even 
after territorial and political independence, has been accomplished.14 

Thus, the decolonial approach is intentionally restorative in that it engages the geo- 
and body-politics of knowledge and provides the platform for the marginalized 
voices of those who were suppressed through colonisation to reread and rewrite 
the biblical texts in anticolonial and decolonial ways.

Decolonial orientation is also a necessity for those who were racially, 
culturally, epistemologically and economically privileged through the colonial 
matrix of power.15 Snyman, writing from the perspective of a colonial remnant, 
argues for a hermeneutic of vulnerability which is decolonial in its orientation in 
that it confronts the legacy of imperialism through the unmasking whiteness as 
category of privilege in light of European colonial racial hierachization and calls 
for ethical readings.16 As Snyman argues, “The concept of vulnerability centres on 

11 Musa W. Dube, “Reading for Decolonization (John 4:1-42)”, Semeia 75 (1996): 39-59, 44
12 Musa W. Dube, “Savior of the World but Not of this World: A Post-colonial Reading of the Spatial 

Construction in John,” in The Postcolonial Bible (ed. R. S. Sugirtharajah; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1998), 118-135, 133. 

13 Musa W. Dube, Postcolonial Feminist Biblical Interpretation (St Louis: Chalice Press, 200), 186, 201. 
14 R. S. Sugirtharajah, The Bible and the Third World: Precolonial, Colonial, and Postcolonial Encounters 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 250. 
15 Hulisani Ramantswana, “Decolonising Biblical Hermeneutics in the (South) African Context”, Acta 

Theologica Supplement 24 (2016), 178-203, 185-187. 
16 Gerrie Snyman, “Empire and a Hermeneutics of Vulnerability”, Studia Historiae Ecclesiasticae 37 

(2011), 1-20; “’n Etiek van Bybellees en ’n hermeneutiek van weerloosheid”, In Die Skriflig/In Luce 
Verbi 45, no. 2 (2011), 259-282; “The Interpellation of Whiteness: Some Thoughts by a Colonial 
Remnant Reading the Biblical Text” (2013). <http://www.inter-disciplinary.net/critical-issues/wp-
content/uploads/2013/05/G-F-Snyman-Draft-paper.pdf> [Accessed: 7 June 2017]; “Responding to 
the Decolonial Turn: Epistemic Vulnerability”, Missionalia 43, no. 3 (2015), 266-291. DOI: <http://
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the notion of injury and violation of the other experiences that cry out for justice: 
social, judicious, epistemological or otherwise. One of the ways to achieve social 
justice is to render the perpetrator vulnerable”.17 Decolonial orientation allows 
for the previously privileged to engage in the liberation struggle from below in 
order to work against oppression and to reverse the injustice to the other through 
colonialism and its continuing its continuing patterns. 

The decolonial approach as will be practiced in this paper will pay attention 
to the following motifs or features which tend to characterize the colonial 
relationship, that is, the power relations between oppressed and oppressor: 
hierarchization, privilege and underprivilege, landedness and landlessness, and 
ostracization. As Borocz and Sarkar note, “Historically, the prime methods through 
which empires established themselves were military incursion, conquest, and 
the forcible subjection, enslavement, and extermination of populations”.18 The 
colonial mentality, in my view, cannot be limited only to international political 
relations, but should be viewed as a mentality that also shaped relationships at a 
micro level – tribal relationships and family relationships. From this perspective, 
the decolonial option in analysing the biblical text does not have to be limited to 
the broader political landscape of Israel’s relationship with such imperial powers 
as Egypt, Assyria, Babylonia, Persia, Greece, or Rome. 

A decolonial reading of the Hexateuch,19 with a particular focus on the 

dx.doi.org/10.7832/43-7-77>. 
17 Synman, “Responding to the Decolonial Turn”, 281. 
18 Joseph Borocz and Mahua Sarkar, “Empire”, in Encyclopaedia of Global Studies, Vol. 2, edited by 

Helmut K. Anheier, Mark Juergensmeyer and Victor Faessel (Thousand Oaks: SAGE), 476-480. Online: 
<https://content.sakai.rutgers.edu/access/content/user/jborocz/Encyclopedia%20of%20Global%20
Studies-1.pdf>, [Accessed 25 October 2016].

19 In this paper, the Hexateuch refers the books of Genesis-Joshua (in their final form) as a unit that is held 
together through the promise of land motif, which finds its ultimate fulfilment in the book of Joshua 
with the conquest of the land of Canaan, and through other intertextual linkages between the book of 
Joshua and the preceding books (Genesis-Deuteronomy). I generally concur with Römer and Bettler’s 
observation that Joshua 24 “in its current form reflects an attempt to create a Hexateuch as the official 
document of Judaism, and that for a very short time the Pentateuch and Hexateuch competed with 
each other for the status of the central book in early Judaism. It is even possible that the original tiles 
of these two works have been preserved. The title of the Hexateuch may be reflected in Josh 24:26: 
 and)תורת מׁשה  This book should be distinguished from what is elsewhere called .ספר תוַרת אלהים 
its variants), which refers to the shorter Pentateuch, understood to be given through the meditation 
of Moses” (Thomas C. Römer and Marc Z. Brettler, “Deuteronomy 34 and the Case for a Persian 
Hexateuch”, Journal of Biblical Literature 119, no. 3 [2000], 401-419, 415). Similarly, Blum argues 
that “the book of the Torah of God” which is mentioned in Josh 24:26 is redaction Hexateuch, “which 
forms an expansion or alternative to the book of Moses. In the end, however, the canonical authority of 
the Torah of Moses took pride of place” (Erhard Blum, “The Literary Connection the Books of Genesis 
and Exodus and the End of the Book of Joshua” in A Farewell to the Yahwist? The Composition of the 
Pentateuch in Recent European Interpretation, edited by Thomas B. Dozeman and Konrad Schmid 



78 Ramantswana

landlessness of the Levites, takes as its preferential option the damned, the 
landless, the poor – that is, the Levites – and not the imperial tribe, the Joseph 
tribe. Thus, a decolonial reading calls for decolonial justice, that is, the reading 
of biblical text with a commitment to social justice past and present. A decolonial 
reading enables an African hermeneut to interpret that biblical text in light of 
the colonial experience of dehumanization, oppression and exploitation, and the 
struggle for liberation, as well as the continuing struggle to assert our humanity 
and survival in a context which continues to destabilise our environment through 
the structures of coloniality. 

The Experience of Landless in the Colonial and Post-Colonial 
South Africa 
The Levites’ exclusion from land allotment in the Hexateuch invokes an historical 
memory of the colonial dispossession of the indigenous people of their land. 
Landlessness, which is a characteristic of blackness in the South African context, 
cannot be divorced from colonialism and the colonial matrix of power which 
continue to shape our social-spatial structures. During the colonial period, the 
colonisers justified the land dispossession through the doctrine of discovery, which 
“provided the newly arrived Europeans immediately and automatically acquired 
legally recognized property rights in native lands and also gained governmental, 
political, and commercial rights over the inhabitants without the knowledge or 
the consent of the indigenous people”.20 

In the South African context, the dispossession reached its zenith through 
the land acts – the 1913 Black Land Act, the 1936 Native Trust Land Act, and 

[Leiden: Brill, 2006], 89-106, 100). With regard to the issue of cohesion and separation of the books 
within the Enneateuch, particularly within the frame of the Hexateuch, Levin argues, “The severance 
between the books was made after the account of the death of Joseph. This caesura corresponds to the 
books of Deuteronomy and Joshua, which conclude with the death of Moses or Joshua, respectively; 
at this point, too, the division leads to a structuring of the epochs, which makes good sense. Later, the 
motif about Joseph’s bones, Gen 50:25, 26b, also establishes a link with the end of the conquest in 
Josh 24:32, which draws a frame around the Hexateuch” (Christoph Levin, Re-reading the Scriptures: 
Essays on the Literary History of the Old Testament [Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013], 132). It should 
be noted, however, that to speak of the Hexateuch is a hermeneutical construct as Genesis-Joshua is 
part of a larger story, which scholars refer to as the Primary History or the Enneateuch (Genesis-Kings), 
and beyond that, it is part of a broader canonical story, the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament (see Thomas 
B. Dozeman, Thomas Römer, and Konrad Schmid, eds. Pentatuech, Hexateuch, or Enneateuch? 
Identifying Literary Works in Genesis through Kings [Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011]). 

20 Robert J. Miller, “The Doctrine of Discovery”, in Discovering Indigenous Lands: The Doctrine of 
Discovery in the English Colonies, edited by Robert J. Miller, Jacinta Ruru, Larissa Behrendt and 
Tracey Lindberg (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 2.
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the 1959 Promotion of Black Self-Government Act, which herded the black 
masses into the so-called “black units” or Bantustans or Homelands. The land 
dispossession was legalized in the name of separate development, this while 
the whites possessed 87% of the land. Politically, colonial rule and domination 
have been defeated; however, the structures it produced continue to survive. The 
transition from apartheid government did not automatically amount to the return 
of land to the indigenous people. 

Landlessness is not an invisible characteristic of our society in the so-called 
post-colonial, post-apartheid South Africa, unless one chooses to ignore it or turn a 
blind eye. Landlessness is apparent in the townships where the black masses have 
to share the limited space by opening up rooms for rental, building back rooms or 
erecting shacks in the yard as a means of survival and a means of accommodation 
for the landless. Landlessness is also a visible reality in and around the South 
African cities. The Abahlali base Mjondolo, a grassroots movement which started 
in 2005 in Durban, serves to highlight the plight of the shack dwellers in and 
around the cities. In “Occupy, Resist, Develop”, a press release published on 18 
December 2015, the movement stated, 

The year 2015, the tenth year of the existence of our movement, has almost come and 
gone. On the 3rd of October we gathered at the Curries Fountain Stadium to celebrate 
ten years of struggle. More than four thousand comrades participated in the celebration. 
We have survived years of serious repression – including arrests, assaults, torture, 
imprisonment, the destruction of our homes, slander and assassination. In these ten years 
we have won many victories in the struggle for land and dignity.

We are committed to putting the social value of land before its commercial value. 
We are committed to land reform from below. We have successfully occupied and held 
many new lands during the last ten years. This was the most difficult struggle to wage. 
It needed courage and inkani. It needed the ability to move from the land, into the streets 
and the courts. We are proud that we have been able to occupy land and build our own 
homes and develop our own communities for our own families.21

The landlessness of the black masses is evidenced by the continuous 
mushrooming of informal settlements. In the Pretoria West area, the landless 
are settling at the Magaliesberg Mountain Range in their continuing struggle 
for access to land. To be landless in the South African cities is to live in canals, 
under bridges, under trees, in parks, and in open spaces in front of buildings or 
shops. Even worse, to be a landless female is to be prey to slave-traders and sex-
traders and to be first in line for endless rape. Landlessness sets up our people 
for dehumanization and exploitation. 

The land, as Rathbone and Verhoef note, has under the collusion of modernism 

21 Abahlali base Mjondolo, “Occupy, Resist, Develop”, Press Release, 18 December 2015. Online: 
<http://abahlali.org/node/15082/#more-15082>, [Accessed 25 October 2016].
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and colonialism become ontologically separated from its subjects.22 This, as they 
argue, has resulted on the one hand with the subject regarded as a neutral and 
disengaged from the land while, on the other hand, “[t]he land is reduced to an 
object and utility with geographical features that can be observed, described, 
demarcated and developed, thus resulting in the alienation of people from the 
land”.23 Rathbone and Verhoef rightly argue that land should not be reduced to 
a commodity for commercial production as it is also linked to cultural identity, 
which reflects the relationship between the land and the people.24

Tribal Hierarchization: The Joseph Story as Legitimization of 
the Joseph Tribe’s Assumption of Power 
Within the context of the Hexateuch, the Levites’ exclusion from the land allotment 
is intertwined with the rise of the tribe of Joseph to power, which is a result of 
imperial ideology through hierarchization of the tribes. The Joseph story does 
not have to be viewed as simply describing how Joseph ended up achieving 
imperial power in Egypt. Even more importantly, the Joseph story’s function is 
to legitimize the power relationship between the sons of Jacob. The Joseph story 
has political overtones in that it serves to justify the supremacy of Joseph over 
the other tribes of Israel. The theme of Joseph’s power or dominance over Israel 
is developed within the story: 

 � The colourful garment, which Jacob made for Joseph, functions as a symbol 
of royalty over the other sons (Gen 37:3; cf. 2 Sam 13:18-19; 15:32; Isa 
22:21).25 Jacob’s action serves as a patriarchal endowment of power to Joseph 
over the rest of the tribes. As the story highlights, for the other sons of Jacob, 
the hierarchization of Joseph over them was unacceptable and unwarranted. 

 � The two dreams of Joseph – the dream of the sheaves and the dream of the 
heavenly luminaries – both serve to highlight Joseph’s claim of royalty over 
the rest of the brothers. Following the two dreams, the brothers respond in 
disbelief: “So you want to be king over us, you want to lord it over us” (Gen 
37:8). 

The theme of the dominance of Joseph over the rest of the brothers is fulfilled 
within the narrative when the brothers bow down to Joseph (Gen 42:6, 7) and in 

22 M. Rathbone and A. H. Verhoef, “The Collusive Power of Modernism and Reductionism: The Need 
for Alternative Ontologies of Land in the Context of South African Land Redistribution”, Journal of 
Theology for Southern Africa 151 (2015), 149-61, 151. 

23 Rathbone and Verhoef, “Collusive Power”, 151-152. 
24 Rathbone and Verhoef, “Collusive Power”, 160. 
25 Nahum M. Sarna, Understanding Genesis (New York: McGraw Hill, 1966), 212.
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the actions of the brothers offering themselves as slaves to Joseph (Gen 43:18; 
44:16; 50:18). The Joseph story projects the hierarchization of Joseph over the 
eleven brothers and tribes. On the one hand, the superiority of Joseph over the 
others is imposed and resisted; on the other hand, the brothers voluntarily subjugate 
themselves under Joseph as slaves as a means of survival. 

The dark side of imperial power is enslavement. Within the Joseph story, the 
eleven brothers become slaves of Joseph, while the Egyptians become slaves of 
Pharaoh: “So Joseph bought all the land in Egypt for Pharaoh. The Egyptians, one 
and all, sold their fields, because the famine was too severe for them. The land 
became Pharaoh’s and Joseph reduced the people to servitude, from one end of 
Egypt to the other” (Gen 47:20-21). The imperial powers manipulate situations 
in order to throw others on the underside of the imperial/colonial matrix of power 
into enslavement. 

Carr notes that the “political connections of the characters in the Joseph story 
are our first hint that the picture in the Joseph story of Joseph’s divine destiny to 
rule almost certainly had political overtones to its early audience. It was not just 
a subtle characterization of human interactions. Rather it was at the same time a 
subtle argument for the North’s destiny to rule both the Northern and Southern 
Israelite groups”.26 The Joseph story, as Carr further notes, attempts to legitimize 
“royal authority in a context where it is being questioned”.27 

The Joseph story should also be viewed as a literary device to delegitimize the 
royalty of the tribe of Levi. In the context of the Hexateuch, Israel’s first royal 
tribe was the tribe of Levi. Within this royal tribe, Moses was the royal figure. As 
Römer notes, “In the entire Torah there is no mention of an Israelite or Judahite 
king to come; Moses is the only royal figure necessary. The only mention of a king 
occurs in Moses’ farewell discourse in the book of Deuteronomy, in which Moses 
re-enacts the Law and defines the role and the power of the people’s authorities. 
In this context, the ‘future’ king is mentioned, but is limited”.28 The exaltation of 
Joseph serves as a prototypical event of the exaltation of the tribe of Joseph in 
the book of Deuteronomy and Joshua. The shift of power from Moses to Joshua 
was a shift of the royal authority from the tribe of Levi to the tribe of Joseph, 
as Joshua was an Ephraimite. While at face value the transition from Moses to 
Joshua is portrayed as smooth and peaceful, there are textual indicators that the 
opposite was the case. 

26 David Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis: Historical and Literary Approaches (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 272.

27 Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis, 277.
28 Thomas Römer, “Moses, the Royal Lawgiver”, in Remembering Biblical Figures in the Late Persian 

& Early Hellenistic Period: Social Memory and Imagination, edited by Dian V. Edelman and Ehud 
Ben Zvi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 81-94.
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Privilege: Dual Allotment of Land at the Exclusion of the Levites
The Levites’ exclusion from the allotment in Numbers, Deuteronomy and Joshua is 
interlinked with the claim of the tribe of Joseph to a double portion. The allocation 
of the double portion was not going to be an innocent process; it was going to be 
a process through which some of the tribes would have to suffer. This conundrum 
is clearly captured in Joshua 14:3-4: 

Moses had granted the two-and-a-half tribes their inheritance east of the Jordan but had 
not granted the Levites an inheritance among the rest, for the sons of Joseph had become 
two tribes – Manasseh and Ephraim. The Levites received no share of the land but only 
towns to live in, with pasturelands for their flocks and herds (Jos 14:3-4 NIV).

Should it surprise us that it is the tribe of Levi which suffers and not any of the 
other tribes? This should not surprise us, as the usurping of power from one tribe 
to another or from one family to another was never a peaceful process. As Oeste 
notes, “negative actions also play an important role in establishing or maintaining 
the level of a ruler’s legitimacy”.29

The exclusion of the Levites from land inheritance likely came as a result of 
negative power relations. The issue of power is clearly highlighted in Joshua 17, 
in which the Joseph tribes, Manasseh and Ephraim, approach the royal leader 
with a demand for more land: 

The people of Joseph said to Joshua, “Why have you given us only one allotment and 
one portion for an inheritance? We are a numerous people and the Lord has blessed us 
abundantly” (Josh 17:14). 

This text clearly highlights that the Joseph tribes were not always recognized as 
having the right to a double portion. The right to a double portion is intimately 
linked to the issue of power. The dialogue between the tribe of Joseph and the 
royal leader, Joshua, who is himself a Josephite, is also telling: 

Joshua answered: If you are so numerous and if the hill country of Ephraim is too small for 
you, go up into the forest and clear land for yourselves there in the land of the Perizzites 
and Rephaites (Josh 17:15).

The people of Joseph replied: The hill country is not enough for us, and all the 
Canaanites who live in the plain have iron chariots, both those in Beth Shan and its 
settlements and those in the Valley of Jezreel (Josh 17:16).

Joshua said to the house of Joseph – to Manasseh and Ephraim: You are numerous 
and very powerful. You will have not only one allotment but the forested hill 
country as well. Clear it, and its farthest limits will be yours; though the Canaanites 
have iron chariots and though they are strong, you can drive them out (Jos 17:17-18 
NIV, emphasis added).

29 Gordon K. Oeste, Legitimacy, Illegitimacy, and the Right to Rule: Windows on Abimelech’s Rise and 
Demise in Judges 9 (New York: T & T Clark, 2011), 199. 
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The notion of a double portion for the Joseph tribes could not have originated 
earlier than the time of Joshua. The Joseph tribe is still regarded at this point as 
a unit and not as two independent tribes. The right to more than one allotment 
was founded on the basis of the numbers and power that the Joseph tribe, the 
tribe of Joshua, had. It is reasonable to conclude that the Joseph tribe, as part of 
asserting its authority and claim to power, excluded the tribe of Levi from its 
right to land through its demand for more than one allotment. The authors of the 
Hexateuch, through redactional activity, had to scramble to justify the land grab 
and the exclusion of the Levites as a familial matter through the Joseph story, 
politically and militarily through the census, and cultically as Levites are regarded 
as God’s inheritance. 

Non-Ethics of Royal Takeover: Elimination and 
Disempowerment
The rise of the Joseph tribe to the position of royalty in the Pentateuch should be 
viewed in the context of royal usurpation of power. In the ancient Near Eastern 
context, as Baden notes: 

Kings who are succeeded by outsiders are denigrated; those who are succeeded by their 
offspring have the royal line named after them and gain fame even in the eyes of [other 
nations].30

The royal takeovers through outsiders not of the royal line, as projected in the 
Old Testament, were non-ethical affairs. The non-ethics often involved massacres 
in an attempt to eliminate and disempower the other as a means of securing the 
newfound status of royalty. 

The usurpers of the royal power often came from the military. In the case of the 
Joseph/Joshua story, the Joshua figure is projected as an assistant of Moses, but 
he is at the same time also identified as a military leader and a tribal leader (Exod 
17; Num 13:3-16). It is highly probable that Joshua/Hoshea, an Ephraimite, had 
ambitions to succeed Moses as leader of the confederation; however, such a move 
would have gone contrary to the common practice of the time, as royal succession 
was usually patrilineal. For the royal line to be secured within the tribe of Levi, 
and in particular within the Amram-Moses line, the royal position should have 
been transferred to Moses’ descendants. However, the biblical text rhetorically 
eliminates the descendants of Moses, thereby making room for Joshua as the 
next logical leader to take the confederation into the Promised Land. However, it 
cannot be assumed that the transition from Moses to Joshua was a peaceful one, 

30 Joel S. Baden, The Historical David: The Real Life of an Invented Hero (New York: Harper One, 
2013), 68. 
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considering that usurpation was a common feature in royal transitions. 
Joshua’s characteristics as one who started as a young assistant of Moses, a 

tribal leader, and a military leader, make him a natural candidate for usurpation 
of the royal position from Moses. Massacre is common in royal transition within 
a family (from one brother to another, fraternal rivalry) or from one family to 
another or from one tribe to another, as evident in other biblical royal usurpations, 
e.g., Abimelech’s massacre of seventy of his brothers / the sons of Gideon (Judg 
9:5-6); David’s massacre of Edom’s royal family (1 Kgs 11:14-17; 2 Sam 8:13-
14); David’s (tribe of Judah) massacre of Saul’s (tribe of Benjamin) descendants 
(2 Sam 21:3-9); Baasha’s (Issachar) massacre of Nadab’s (Ephraim) royal family; 
Omri’s military coup which resulted in Zimri committing suicide (1 Kgs 16:18-
19); Jehu’s massacre of Ahab’s seventy sons and any other associates (officials, 
family friends, his priests, etc.; 2 Kgs 10:6-7, 10, 13-14, 17).

The non-ethical conduct in royal coups included the usurper attempting to 
eliminate or completely disempower the royal family and leaving it with no 
chance of regaining control. While the Pentateuch does not report any massacre 
of the Levites, the numbers of Levites do raise suspicion. In the first census, the 
total number of Levites from a month old is 22 000, which was lower than the 
total number of all the firstborn males of 22 273 from all the other tribes. In the 
second census, the number of Levites is 23 000, surprisingly their numbers are 
tied to their exclusion from land inheritance:

The number of those enrolled was twenty-three thousand, every male one month old 
and up; for they were not enrolled among the Israelites because there was no allotment 
given to them among the Israelites (Num 26:62 NRS).

The low numbers of the Levites are utilized as a ploy to exclude them from land 
inheritance. It could have been purely by chance that the numbers of Levites were 
low. However, considering the unethical conduct which often accompanied royal 
transitions from one family to another or from one tribe to another, one can suspect 
that the low numbers of the Levites was as a result of massacre.

Furthermore, the relegation of all Levites to simply attending to the tabernacle 
affairs can also be viewed as an attempt to completely disempower the Levites 
militarily. The Levites were excluded from the military censuses (Num 1:3, 20, 
22, 24, 26, 28, 30, 32, 34, 36, 38, 40, 42; 26:2; cf. 1:49–51). As the tribe of Levi 
is demilitarized, Joshua is militarized. In Numbers 27:16-17, when Joshua was 
set over the people of Israel as “shepherd” (רֶֹעה), his duties are also described:31 

31 I am indebted here to E. Axel Knauf, “Remembering Joshua”, in Remembering Biblical Figures in the 
Late Persian & Early Hellenistic Period: Social Memory and Imagination, edited by Dian V. Edelman 
and Ehud Ben Zvi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 108. 
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Let YHWH, the God of the spirits of all flesh, 
appoint someone over the congregation,

ִיְפקֹד ְיהָוה ֱאֹלֵהי ָהרּוחֹת ְלָכל־ָּבָׂשר
  ִאיׁש ַעל־ָהֵעָדה

who will go [to war] in front of them,  ֲאֶׁשר־ֵיֵצא ִלְפֵניֶהם
who will return [from war] in front of them,  ַוֲאֶׁשר ָיבֹא ִלְפֵניֶהם
who will lead them [to war],  ַוֲאֶׁשר יֹוִציֵאם
who will bring them home [from afar], ַוֲאֶׁשר ְיִביֵאם 
so that your congregation will not be like a flock, ְולֹא ִתְהֶיה ֲעַדת ְיהָוה ַּכּצֹאן 
which has no shepherd over them. ֲאֶׁשר ֵאין־ָלֶהם רֶֹעה

To be declared a “shepherd” was to assume the position of royalty (cf. 2 Sam 5:2; 
7:7; 1 Chron 11:2; 17:6; 2 Chron 18:16; Isa 44:28; Ezek 34:5, 8; 37:24) and, in 
turn, to assume military power. Joshua’s role as a military figure finds its fulfilment 
in the book that bears his name: “So Joshua took the whole land, according to 
all that the LORD had spoken to Moses; and Joshua gave it for an inheritance 
to Israel according to their tribal allotments. And the land had rest from war 
.(Jos 11:23 NRS, emphasis added) ”[ְוָהָאֶרץ ָׁשְקָטה ִמִּמְלָחָמה]

Knauf notes that the Joshua figure in the Pentateuch starts out as a military 
figure and a student of the Torah as Moses’ assistant, but transforms within the final 
form of the Pentateuch, and in Joshua, into a successor of Moses and transmitter of 
the Torah.32 Knauf further notes that there is an attempt both within the Pentateuch 
and within the book of Joshua to demilitarize Joshua and, in so doing, Joshua’s 

32 Knauf, “Remembering Joshua”, 106-114. However, Farber interestingly notes that in Deuteronomy 34 
there is a move towards minimizing Joshua’s position. Farber particularly notes the way transition from 
Moses to Joshua happens. When Moses dies on Mount Nebo, he is alone – he is not accompanied by his 
successor. As Farber argues, “This is especially striking considering the fact that Joshua accompanies 
Moses onto Mount Sinai as well as into the Tent of Meeting in Exodus. One would have expected 
him to be with Moses at the moment of his passing, but this was not to be”. This is different from the 
way in which the priesthood was transferred from Aaron to Eleazar in Numbers 20. The transfer of 
the priesthood to the successor is symbolically captured in the activities prior to Aaron’s death. Aaron 
dies at Mount Hor; however, he was accompanied to the mountain by Moses and Eleazar, and while 
at the mountain the garment of Aaron was taken off and put on Eleazar, which clearly demonstrated 
that Eleazar was the successor of his father Aaron (Zev Farber, Images of Joshua in the Bible and 
their Reception [Berlin: De Gruyter, 2016], 27-28). For Farber, the minimization of Joshua’s position 
in Deuteronomy 34 was not necessarily a condemnation of Joshua; rather, to make a theological point 
regarding Moses status as the prophet par excellence – “Joshua will be the next leader of Israel, he 
cannot really replace Moses” (Farber, Images of Joshua, 28). While it may be that Deuteronomy 34 
serves a theological and literary function to elevate the Book of Moses and as a structuring epoch 
linking patriarchal, the exodus, and the conquest story, it is also likely that the minimization of Joshua’s 
position reflects the illegitimate transition, especially comparing the Moses-Joshua succession with 
the Aaron-Eleazar succession. 
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image as a warrior is transformed.33 It remains, however, that the radical step to 
completely demilitarize the tribe of Levi when Joshua took over military power 
should be viewed as a deliberate attempt to disempower the tribe of Levi. 

The tribe of Levi as projected in Gen 34 and Exod 32 had military characteristics. 
In Gen 34 Simeon and Levi militarily avenged the rape of their sister Dinah by 
killing all the men of the rapist’s hometown (Shechem’s hometown). In Jacob’s 
blessing of his sons, the military feature of the tribe of Levi brings over the tribe 
a curse of being “scattered” among the tribes, which implied being landless: 

Simeon and Levi are brothers – their swords are weapons of violence. Let me not enter 
their council, let me not join their assembly, for they have killed men in their anger and 
hamstrung oxen as they pleased. Cursed be their anger, so fierce, and their fury, so cruel! 
I will scatter them in Jacob and disperse them in Israel (Gen 49:5-7, NIV).

For Carr, Gen 34 and 49:5-7 are part of the pro-Judean source, whose aim was to 
legitimize David’s kingship through delegitimation of Jacob’s elder sons, Reuben, 
Simeon, and Levi.34 In my view, the delegitimation of Rueben, Simeon and Levi 
through the Joseph story makes more sense within context of the Hexateuch. The 
Joseph story is pro-Joseph – it anticipates the rise of the Joseph tribes, Manasseh 
and Ephraim, to royal power while in the process delegitimizing other contenders, 
particularly Israel’s first royal tribe, the tribe of Levi.35

In Exod 32:25-29, the militaristic tendency of the Levites is regarded as heroic 
violence, which is done in allegiance to Yahweh and which results in the tribe 
of Levi appointed for a special assignment within the tribal confederation.36 The 
special appointment of the Levites, however, also serves as a disempowerment 
strategy. The special appointment of the tribe of Levi meant their exclusion from 
military service which, in turn, implied that they technically no longer formed 
part of the twelve tribes (twelve sons of Jacob) as they were no longer counted 
among the clans and families of Israel (Num 1:47-50). The exclusion from the 

33 Knauf, “Remembering Joshua”, 113-14. 
34 Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis, 304.
35 Hulisani Ramantswana, “The Levites’ Exclusion from Land Allotment: The Joshua Story in Dialogue 

with the Joseph Story”, due to be published in Old Testament Essays 30, no. 3 [2017]. 
36 Thomas D. Dozeman, Exodus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 711. Based on Duet 33:8-11, Baden 

argues that the Levite episode in Exodus 32 was redactionally shifted from its original Massah-Meribah 
tradition in Exodus 17:1-7 (Joel Baden, “Violent Origins of the Levites: Text and Tradition”, in Levites 
and Priests in Biblical History and Tradition, edited by Mark Leuchter and Jeremy M. Hutton [Atlanta: 
SBL, 2011], 110). For others Exodus 32 reflects a redactional layer which was drawing from the 
book of Kings and the tradition of P (Jan C Gert, “Beobachtungen zu Komposition und Redaktion in 
Exodus 32-34” in Gottes Volk am Siani: Untersuchungen zu Exod 32-34 und Dtn 9-10, edited by M. 
Kockert and E. Blum [Gutersloh: Kaiser, 2001], 88-106; Dozeman, Exodus, 711-712). Baden notes 
that although the connection between the Levites and violence cannot be conclusively made, there is 
an undeniable connection under the tradition (Baden, “Violent Origins of the Levites”, 104).
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military further implied that they had no share in the land allotment as the process 
was based on the numbers of those who are able to serve in the army and the 
size of the army: 

Take a census of the whole Israelite community by families – all those twenty years 
old or more who are able to serve in the army of Israel (Num 26:2, also see 1:3 NIV).

The LORD said to Moses: ‘The land is to be allotted to them as an inheritance based on 
the number of names. To a larger group give a larger inheritance, and to a smaller group 
a smaller one; each is to receive its inheritance according to the number of those listed. 
Be sure that the land is distributed by lot. What each group inherits will be according to 
the names for its ancestral tribe. Each inheritance is to be distributed by lot among the 
larger and smaller groups’ (Num 26:52-56, NIV).

The demilitarization of the Levites was the surest means of avoiding any chance of 
them regrouping and reclaiming their royal position. It was probably in a conflict 
for royal position that the Levites were excluded from the military in order to 
ensure that that they would not regroup to threaten the new power, the Josephites.

The non-ethical conduct in royal coups evokes memory of colonialization in 
our African context. Colonialism, as Maldonado-Torres argues, naturalized the 
non-ethics of war, which “included the practices of eliminating and slaving certain 
subjects – e.g., indigenous and black – as part of the enterprise of colonialization”.37 
The colonial mindset on the part of the colonisers promoted genocidal attitudes 
towards the black other, the dispossession of their valuable material – animals, 
minerals and land, and the enslavement of the black other in the service of the 
colonisers. 

Marginalisation of the Tribe of Levi: Lower Status
When the Joseph tribe took the position of royalty under Joshua, the tribe of Levi 
assumed the status of an outsider – outside of the twelve tribes. To be a Levite was 
to belong to the damned of society – the marginalized others. Under the reign of 
the Joseph tribe, the Levites were left to beg for their survival. In Joshua 21, the 
Levites approach Eleazer the priest, Joshua the royal leader and the tribal leaders, 
to request an allotment.38 

37 Nelson Maldonado-Torres, “On the Coloniality of Being”, 247.
38 In Joshua 13-22, where the land distribution among the tribes is described, the division of the land is 

set as the responsibility of the trio: Eleazar, Joshua and the heads of the tribes (Joshua 14:1, 17:14, 
19:51; 21:1). The role of trio presiding over the distribution of the land intertextually links the book 
of Joshua with the Pentateuch particularly Numbers 34:17 in which Moses appoints those who will 
preside over the land distribution. The inclusion of Eleazar in the trio also stands in continuity with 
what was the practice during the time of Moses (Num 32:1-2). For Campbell, in Joshua 13-22, the 
fact that Joshua is not sole leader responsible for land distribution likely reflects a downgrade of 
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Then the heads of the families of the Levites came to the priest Eleazar and to Joshua son 
of Nun and to the heads of the families of the tribes of the Israelites; they said to them at 
Shiloh in the land of Canaan, ‘The LORD commanded through Moses that we be given 
towns to live in, along with their pasture lands for our livestock’. So by command of the 
LORD the Israelites gave to the Levites the following towns and pasture lands out of 
their inheritance. The lot came out for the families of the Kohathites. So those Levites 
who were descendants of Aaron the priest received by lot thirteen towns from the tribes 
of Judah, Simeon, and Benjamin (Jos 21:1-4, NRS).

The request is crafted as a reminder of what Moses had commanded, but it comes 
as a request from the forgotten other. Like any tribe, the Levites needed to have 
land to utilize for essential purposes such as dwelling. What appears to be some 
sense of injustice is that they had to ask for it. 

In Joshua 21, the Levites are allocated forty-eight cities spread across the 
land inheritance of the others. To be a Levite was to be a landless citizen who is 
accommodated in the inheritance of the others. We cannot help but suspect that 
the divide-and-rule tactic was being used to manage the tribe of Levi in order to 
prevent them from regrouping to reclaim their royal status. Cook observes that 
Levites were for the most part of ancient Israel history disenfranchised and only 
started to make their comeback towards the end of Judah’s statehood.39

Joshua considering that in the first part of the book, Joshua 1-12 (which some scholars regard as the 
Deuteronomistic version of the book of Joshua), Joshua is the sole leader achieving and doing as 
Moses had instructed (Josh 11:15) and distributing the land to the tribes (Josh 11:23). As Campbell 
notes, “For those responsible for the latter part of the book, the allocation of the land to the tribes, 
it is evident that Joshua’s role is reduced to membership of the controlling committee – and Eleazar 
the priest is named first” (Antony F. Campbell, Joshua to Chronicles: An Introduction [Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2004], 21-22). For those interested in the redactional layers in the 
book of Joshua, the intertextual relationship between Joshua and the Pentateuch to a certain extent 
reflects a priestly editorial activity of the Hexateuch (John E. Petersen, “Priestly Materials in Joshua 
13–22: A Return to the Hexateuch”, HAR 4 [1980]:131-146; R. Albertz, The Canonical Alignment of 
the Book of Joshua in Judah and the Judeans in the Fourth Century B.C.E., edited by O. Lipschits, 
G. N. Knoppers and R. Albertz [Winona Lake: Eisenbrausn, 2007], 287-303). Albertz argues that the 
priestly editors, mainly responsible for the second part of the book of Joshua, had a different concept 
of land distribution. For these editors, Eleazar took a lead position as a way of correcting the monarchic 
perspective of land distribution. Albertz, in line with his dating of the priestly editorial activity of the 
Pentateuch, further argues that “the land commission, introduced in the book of Joshua, represents the 
postexilic self-government in some way. In this manner, the distribution of the land had to be brought 
into conformity with the ‘democratic standards’ of the postexilic period that were conceptualized in 
the Pentateuch” (Albertz, “The Canonical Alignment of the Book of Joshua”, 294). In my view, the 
land commission that is headed by a priest reflects an attempt to integrate into the tribal confederation 
the tribe of Levi, which otherwise would have been completely left outside of the land allotment due 
to the Joseph tribes claim for dual land allotment. The inclusion of Eleazar the high priest ensured 
representation of the tribe of Levi in the commission, which otherwise would have left out this tribe, 
as it technically no longer formed part of the twelve tribes (twelve sons of Jacob). 

39 Stephen L Cook, “Those Stubborn Levites: Overcoming Levitical Disenfranchisement”, in Levites and 
Priests in Biblical History and Tradition, edited by Mark Leuchter and Jeremy M. Hutton [Atlanta: 
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The mere fact that the Levites were accommodated in the inheritance of the 
other tribes through the allotment of the forty-eight cities shows that they were 
relegated to the bottom of society. It is no wonder that in Deuteronomy, the Levites 
are classified with those at the bottom of society – aliens, the fatherless, and the 
widows (Deut 14:29; 16:11-14). The triennial tithe in Deuteronomy 14:28-29 
and 26:13-15 was a means of catering to the poor in society. As Hiers notes, the 
triennial tithe was probably intended to function as a food bank, with the produce 
preserved and distributed over the three-year period.40 For Dahmen, the Levites 
as referred to in the triennial tithe should not be viewed as functioning in the 
status of sanctuary or temple servants, as in Numbers and Chronicles, but as the 
marginalized other – a landless group in society which lived out of the generosity 
of others.41 The social status of Levites at the bottom of, and as the landless of, 
society should be viewed as a negative result of the power relations when the 
Joseph tribe usurped the tribe of Levi from royalty.

The story of the dismemberment of the unnamed concubine of the Levite 
may also be viewed as symbolizing the plight of the Levites within the tribal 
confederation (Judg 19). To be a Levite was to be feminized – it was to live at 
the mercy of others or die at their ruthlessness. To be a Levite was to be part of a 
dismembered and dispersed community. To be a Levite was to be raped, brutalized 
and left for dead. 

On the other hand, the name Joseph, and by default the names Ephraim and 
Manasseh as well, in some sense became symbols of privilege. These names, 
Ephraim and Manasseh, represented privileged status as those who received 
favour of their grandfather Jacob, as they were co-opted to the status of sons. 
This privileged status reached its zenith in the land allotment – the more blessed 
house received more land allotment. The larger portion of the land flowing with 
milk and honey enabled the privileged to enjoy more wealth. To be a Josephite 
was to be entitled more than the others. The entitlement of the Josephites is also 
evidenced in the way that the daughters of Zolephehad – or in more general 
terms, the daughters of the Manassites – also received a land allotment. Thus, 
the females with a familial link to the privileged Josephites were also entitled to 
land allotments, unlike other females, who were on the underside of the matrix 
of privilege.

Society of Biblical Literature, 2011), 155-170. 
40 Richard H. Hiers, “Biblical Social Welfare Legislation: Protected Classes and Provisions for Persons 

in Need”, Journal of Law and Religion 17, no. 1 (2002), 49-96. 
41 Ulrich Dahmen, Leviten und Priester im Deuteronomium: Literarkritik und redaktionsgeschichtliche 

Studien (BBB 110; Bodenheim: Philo, 1996). See also Nathan MacDonald, Priestly Rule: Polemic 
and Biblical Interpretation in Ezekiel 44 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2015), 102.
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The privileged status is also projected in the way that the Josephites, and in 
particular the Ephraimites, are destined to rule. The names Joseph and Ephraim also 
represented the state machinery – the Northern Kingdom of Israel.42 The Joseph 
story and the Joshua story, as two sides of the same coin, served to legitimize 
the existing political structure of the northern monarch.43 This political structure, 
however, is one which through its privileging of some marginalized the other, 
thereby condemning them to landlessness. If the name Joseph or the name Ephraim 
referred to the same political entity, then the name Levi served as a political term 
for the excluded of society, the marginalized and the vulnerable. To be a Levite 
was a political symbol of the other – the landless.

In our South African context, whiteness is the symbol of privilege, while 
blackness is a symbol of wretchedness. To be white is to be privileged and to 
be landed, whereas to be black is to be damned and landless. For Snyman, the 
hermeneutics of vulnerability “takes the vulnerability of the (colonized) other 
seriously in terms of the marks left by the interpretation (and actions) of the 
colonising interpreter in realising the vulnerability of the (colonizing) self”.44 
Vulnerability, for Snyman, is about being aware of the exclusionary tendencies 
and overcoming them. Vulnerability on the part of the colonial remnants is a 
matter of necessity, considering the structures of coloniality through which white 
privilege operates as an invisible norm. As Vice observes, “In South Africa, the 
working and effects of privilege are starkly apparent; one cannot in good faith 
pretend they do not exist”.45 As Masenya and Ramantswana note, “One of the main 
visible manifestations of white privilege in South Africa is the land possession, 
a privilege which people of Caucasian descent continue to cling to and defend 
even to this day”.46 In this context, whiteness is to be landed, whereas blackness 
is to be landless.

Being black is to carry the horror of the past which continues to haunt us in the 
current context. The vast open land is not for the black to occupy, but for the black 
to gaze at from a distance, or jump the fence to occupy, only to be threatened as 
trespassers on private property. To be black is to have to work to pay state taxes 
to buy back land from its white “owners”, as the white has to be compensated. 
To be black is to live in the informal settlements which are continually bulldozed, 

42 Erhard Blum, Die Komposition der Vätergeschichte (WMANT 57; Neurkirchen-Vluyn: Neurkirchener 
Verlag, 1984), 183.

43 Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis, 298-300. 
44 Snyman, “Responding to the Decolonial Turn”, 279.
45 Samantha W. Vice, “How Do I Live in This Strange Place?” Journal of Social Philosophy 41, no. 3 

(2010), 323-42, 326. 
46 Madipoane Masenya (Ngwan’a Mphahlele) and Hulisani Ramantswana, “Lupfumo lu Mavuni (Wealth 

is in the Land): In Search of the Promised Land (cf. Exod 3-4) in the Post-Colonial, Post-Apartheid 
South Africa”, Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 151 (2015), 96-116. 
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and then to begin another search for a spot to live in. To be black is to live in 
poorly serviced areas – with no electricity, no running water, no proper roads, no 
clinics or hospitals, and with insufficient and dilapidated schools. To be black is 
to use the bucket system and open toilets. To be black is to live in such slums as 
KwaZakhele, Mitchell’s Plain, Khayelitsha, Gugulethu, Nyanga and Alexandra.

The tradition that describes the Levites as (militaristically) violent, which 
was used to legitimize their landlessness and exclusion from the military, should 
perhaps not surprise us as it probably reflected the frustration of their landlessness 
(Gen 34; 49; Exod 32). The Levites’ cities, as Gottwald notes, were not sufficient 
for sustainable living; moreover, they were for dwelling and not for ownership 
(Num 18:20, 23b-24).47 To be a Levite was to belong to the lower class of society 
– the socially and economically marginalized. To be a Levite was to belong in the 
same class as the alien, the fatherless and the widow (Deut 26:12-13) – that is, 
those who are susceptible to exploitation and abuse. In decolonial terms, to be a 
Levite was to live in the zone of non-being.

Conclusion
The landlessness of the Levites as speculated in this study has to be viewed from 
the perspective of royal transitions. If viewed from this perspective, the transition 
of royalty from the tribe of Levi to the tribe of Joseph could not have been a 
peaceful transition; instead, it likely amounted to the privileging of the Josephite 
tribes at the expense of the tribe of Levi which, likely, suffered massacres and 
became disempowered through non-participation in the military and exclusion 
from land allotment.

47 Norman K. Gottwald, The Tribes of Yahweh: A Sociology of the Religion of Liberated Israel, 1250-
1050 BCE (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 696.
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Book Reviews
Haddad, Beverley (ed). Keeping Body and Soul Together: 
Reflections by Steve de Gruchy on Theology and Development. 
Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 2015. ISBN 978 I 920620 073 
Paperback, 333 p. Includes table of contents and index. 

Steve de Gruchy, in life and death, would not have appreciated praise singing. 
His personal ethos, educational praxis and spirituality epitomised a hermeneutics 
of trust but also of suspicion. He would have welcomed rigorous criticism of 
his post-humus collection of reflections on theology and development entitled 
Keeping Body and Soul Together, ably and tenderly edited by his long-standing 
colleague Beverley Haddad. However, it is hard to be critical of such a volume 
as each essay brings memories of the original presentation at some or other 
conference and reminds this reviewer of how much Steve de Gruchy is missed 
to face current challenges. Instead, it may be best to follow his suggestion and 
embodied example that theology should be fun: taking the questions of life with 
the utmost seriousness, without taking itself too seriously (232).

The volume includes an introduction by Haddad on Steve de Gruchy’s work in 
the Theology and Development Programme at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, 
a poem entitled “When I think Olive” by Isobel de Gruchy, twenty-two essays by 
Steve de Gruchy as well as a helpful list of his publications and a subject index 
(the author section of the index is rather incomplete). The essays are grouped in 
five sections, entitled “Pursuing the Dialogue”, “Engaging Development Visions, 
Conceptualising Frameworks”, “Theologising Economics, Ecology, and Food 
Sovereignty”, “Theologising Health” and “Steve’s Final Word”. It covers a wide 
range of topics related to theology and development discourse – including poverty, 
hunger, food security, biotechnology, environmental justice, HIV and AIDS, public 
health, water and cholera. The volume includes his much discussed essays on an 
“Olive agenda”, on the tension between Kairos and Belhar and his provocative 
essays on theology and sanitation (i.e. “talking shit”).

A few features of the essays are particularly striking. Firstly, it is truly 
impressive to see how well-informed de Gruchy was on the non-theological 
issues that he investigated. Secondly, de Gruchy was well aware that there is no 
need to duplicate development debates so that he is always keen to recognise the 
underlying theological issues at stake. The most interesting word in the phrase 
“theology and development” is the “and” that connects the two terms. For de 
Gruchy, this “and” is understood in hermeneutical terms as critical reflection 
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on development praxis, taking methodologies from the church struggle against 
apartheid a few steps further (127-134). Thirdly, the choices that he made in terms 
of a theoretical framework are instructive, for example situating development 
within God’s mission (following David Bosch), defining development as 
activities that consciously seek to enhance the self-identified livelihoods of the 
poor (25), critically aligning himself with Amartya Sen’s asset-based approach 
to development, following Paulo Freire’s contrast between dialogical and anti-
dialogical development, engaging critically with the “Sustainable Livelihoods 
Framework”, and proposing an “olive agenda that could bring together the 
so-called brown agenda (social justice) and the green agenda (environmental 
sustainability). The influence of Reinhold Niebuhr’s realism is always lurking in 
the background. Although there are few references to Bonhoeffer (I think that is 
rather deliberate), de Gruchy clearly received Bonhoeffer’s way of doing theology 
together with his mother’s milk. Fourthly, de Gruchy had an eye for pedagogics 
that is not only evident from his extensive engagement with Freire but also in 
his ability to make complex material accessible to his audiences, especially his 
students. It is noteworthy that many of the essays are based on presentations at 
conferences where he was asked to offer guidance on particular concerns. De 
Gruchy was always doing theology in context, but then in such a way that he 
discerned broader, ecumenical concerns. Ever the pastor, he characteristically 
returned to an interpretation of biblical texts to illustrate the point he is making.

What I appreciate most about this collection of essays is the nuanced theological 
framework that he brings to bear on contextual issues. There is no theological 
system operative and he seldom explores doctrinal issues in any depth, but his 
theology remains deeply Trinitarian (as he was not shy in saying). He recognised 
the need to maintain creative tensions between liberation and creation, sin and 
grace, the penultimate in the light of the ultimate (30), prophetic theology and 
church theology, black theology and African theology, ethics and ecclesiology, 
economy and ecology, spirit and water, body and soul. He does so in a highly 
creative way with proposals on seeing the promised land, “social theology” (124f), 
an “olive agenda” (with green and black olives, please), aquacentric theology 
and so forth. 

For me the critique on a belief in human agency in one of the essays on 
mission was quite profound. De Gruchy observed that this same affirmation of 
human agency that is found in Marx’s eleventh thesis on Feuerbach (to not only 
interpret the world but to change it), is also found in many revolutionary struggles 
for liberation, and in Protestant notions of mission (theologians have only tried 
to interpret the world, the point, however, is to convert it (199). However, such 
an affirmation of human agency is itself also the root of ecological destruction 
(197). This belief in human agency is based on the distinction between nature 

Book Reviews



94

and history so that “making history” is to change nature (198). It is aligned to 
Enlightenment notions of progress as the greatest good. He then raises a pertinent 
question: “From the perspective of the earth crisis we are forced to ask: what 
exactly is the difference between this notion of mission as (Christian) humans 
‘re-inventing the structures of human society’ or ‘transforming the world’ to 
reflect God’s purposes, with the Enlightenment notions of human agency that 
got us into this mess in the first place?” (201). He questions the assumption that 
it is our task to transform the world according to God’s promises on the basis of 
a recognition of pervasive impact of sin (Niebuhr!) and the need for God’s grace. 

What I missed here is an exploration of the links between justification (regarded 
by Bonhoeffer as truly ultimate) and justice, between those who are sinners 
(oppressors) and those who are sinned against (the oppressed). For the sake of 
justice clear distinctions need to be maintained but all too often the oppressed 
may become oppressors in changing circumstances so that there seems to be a 
need to explore the proportionality of guilt. Likewise, facile juxtapositions (for 
example between liberation and reconciliation, Kairos and Belhar) cannot unravel 
the full complexity of contemporary challenges. With de Gruchy, my sense is that 
this problem of guilt (and therefore sin) has profound implications for discourse 
on theology development, specifically given the emphasis on the agency of the 
poor and the asset-based approach proposed by Sen and others. Indeed, this is 
what is necessary in order to deconstruct the false creed of redemption through 
development (17).

Ernst M. Conradie
University of the Western Cape

Louw, Daniël J. Icons: Imagining the Unseen. 
Stellenbosch: SUN Press, 2014. ISBN 978-1-920689-12-4 Hardback, 324 p. 
Includes bibliography and index. Illustrated. 

Daniël Louw invites the reader to consider the power and beauty of vision in the 
work of theology and in daily life. The sub-title of the book is “On beauty and 
healing of life, body and soul” and his extended reflections on “iconic seeing” 
expand the meaning of icons beyond religious images to the depth dimension of 
human life which includes religious seeing and spirituality.

The book’s nine chapters address poetic seeing, “homo aestheticus”, symbols 
and culture, the inter-relationship between culture, religion and spirituality, the 
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Christian Orthodox tradition of icons, aesthetics, parody and humour, corporality, 
and suffering in relation to healing.

The first chapter presents his central argument that “Christianity should 
rediscover both the beauty of God and of creation” (26) so that we can “see 
with a spiritual gaze until we see transcendence” (29). His description of this 
experience is “looking beyond the ordinary blindness into the blissful presence 
of the divine” (30). 

This is dramatically different from ordinary “seeing” and Louw assists 
the reader to do this through the copious illustrations of icons, paintings, and 
photographs in the book, some of which are his own work. He remarks on the 
irony that as a Reformed theologian he works in a theological tradition which has 
forbidden the believer to portray God.

Louw argues that traditional theology has not awakened the believer to the 
beauty of life and thus has impoverished Christian life and spirituality. The 
visual arts have the potential to enrich many areas of theology including the 
understanding of God, theodicy, teleology, spirituality, the beauty and value of 
the human body and gender discourse.

Most persons associate icons with the Greek, Byzantine and Russian Orthodox 
tradition. Louw describes these icons as “a sacred space of encounter” (123) and 
the act of “seeing” as a “gaze that gives birth to life” (124), an experience of grace 
in the Holy Spirit. Especially interesting is his link of these icons with classical 
Western mythology. He references his interpretation of Orthodox icons with that 
of John de Gruchy, also a Reformed theologian (141) whose Icons of Grace (2008) 
presents icons in relation to spirituality, analyses the Orthodox iconic tradition 
and describes how they can be related to articles of the Christian creeds.

In the chapter on corporality and iconic seeing Louw argues that corporality 
is sacred and thus sex is an icon of healing. It includes a substantial section on 
male nudity and a brief mention of female nudity. He discusses male identity 
at length and calls for a reframing of masculinity in Christian spirituality “by 
sacrificial ethics and not primarily by success and achievement” (239). He critiques 
four interlocking premises of patriarchy which are justified by biology, culture, 
economics and religion and stresses that male violence against women is based 
on sex as lust and not on the spiritual realm of aesthetics. It is unfortunate that 
the discussion is not balanced in terms of gender.

His extended discussion of aesthetics emphasises that it is a hermeneutical 
framework of “interpreting reality from the perspective of creative reshaping 
and illuminative imaging” (160); religious aesthetics is the experience of grace, 
healing, and compassion.
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There is a brief discussion with illustrations of African rock art including San 
paintings. Other African references in the book are to ubuntu in relation to Christian 
humanism and spirituality as rooted in community and collective solidarity.

A brief concluding chapter would have been helpful to summarise his 
theological aesthetics of icons. There are unfortunately also a number of 
typographical errors.

This book can be read in several ways: reading the text as a theological 
interpretation of the dimensions of “iconic seeing”, reading it slowly and gazing 
at the illustrations, paging through the book leisurely, ignoring the text and 
immersing oneself in the beauty of the art as a type of “lectio divina” of the eyes.

Sue Rakoczy
St Joseph’s Theological Institute/ University of KwaZulu-Natal

West, Gerald O. The Stolen Bible: From Tool of Imperialism 
to African Icon
Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 2016. ISBN 978920620189 Paperback, 
626 p. Leiden: Brill, 2016. ISBN 9789004322752 Hardback, 626p. Includes 
contents list and index.

At first I marvelled at the title of the book and its reference to the Bible as 
“stolen,” which seemed almost oxymoronic. But, wading into the pages of the 
book, it became apparent that West traces the trajectory of the Bible in Africa 
from its subtle imperial introduction to Africans to its current postcolonial 
utilization in the Southern African context. If one has read West’s work over the 
past few decades, the difference in the approach he utilizes here is immediately 
noticeable. In this book, West distances himself from the common trend that 
seeks to submerge the Bible under Christianity. Instead, his account “separates 
the reception and appropriation of the Bible from the reception and appropriation 
of missionary and colonial Christianity” (6). In a valiant hermeneutical move, 
brilliantly interpolated with a variety of related disciplines such as historiography, 
missiology, ethnographic studies, and church history, West “deconstructs the notion 
of a single metanarrative of the African Bible arching across the centuries from 
1652-2015” (7). Whereas due acknowledgement is given to the birth of the Bible 
in Mediterranean North Africa, and the undeniable but controversial prevalence of 
Africa and Africans in the Bible, among the distinguishing features of this book 
is the attempt West makes to render the African voices in missionary-colonial 
narratives clearly audible in recounting their own stories. 
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Moreover, it is the reception of the Bible in sub-Saharan Africa that formulates 
the basis of West’s argument. The Bible is shown gradually “irrupting” from 
being an imperial folk document that is “constrained,” “prescribed” and used 
“retributively” for trade exchanges and for the enslavement of local communities 
in the Cape (through covert invocations of wisdom literature and related Old 
Testament texts such as Genesis 9:25-27 and Joshua 9:22-23 in the hands of Jan 
van Riebeeck and his men). 

West shows how the earlier settlers who were traders did not intend to introduce 
the Bible to the “natives”, although it was gradually utilised as a moral conscience 
tool in trade alliances culminating in the appropriation of African cattle and 
eventually land. West’s invocation of the African voice of a woman named Eva 
(real name Krotoa) and her role in spreading the Bible message to the rest of her 
people in the school for slaves is remarkable (76-83). Further, West traces the first 
introduction of the “revealed Bible” in the interior among the BaTlhaping people of 
Southern Africa in the late 1700s by “trader-missionaries and missionary-traders.” 
However, these encounters demonstrate unforeseen resistance to the religion of 
the book as the interaction between Chief Mothibi and the missionaries shows 
that the BaTlhaping were less interested in the biblical reconfiguration of their 
origins, cultures and traditions but rather listened more intently to missionary 
instruction (88-107). The reader gathers a variety of indigenous hermeneutical 
perspectives by both men and women, young and old such as Queen Mmahutu’s 
wrestling with the missionary message of the resurrection which she misconstrued 
as including the rising from the dead of her slain enemies (108-112). 

West further paints a vivid portrayal of the African appropriations of the 
Bible in Chapters 3 and 4 where there is a notable shift of the Bible from being 
“dislocated,” “unsettled,” “relocated,” “embroiled,” “eternal,” and “observed,” to 
being “translated” and used for instruction in the vernacular. Here major religio-
cultural, theological and ideological conflicts emerge in the African encounter with 
the Bible between the biblical worldview of the missionaries and the Southern 
Tswana African world view resulting in a suspicious outlook and reception of 
the Bible, especially due to the missionary failure to deal with African issues on 
death, protection, and other practices. As much as West’s historical sources of 
information glean from missionary, colonial and historical archives, the distinct 
contribution of the book is that it seeks to do justice to the submerged voices 
on the other side of colonial interaction. Hence, various African voices speak 
continually and consistently throughout the book ranging from rainmakers, old 
men, women, to even a young widow (215-216). Here the reception of the Bible 
is not portrayed through the politics of representation but African voices speak 
for themselves. 
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Once translated, West reveals how the Bible is culturally appropriated by 
different African readers in a variety of contexts. Arguing that the Bible is 
“appropriated” (Chapter 5), he impressively dedicates a fair portion of the book 
to unpacking the theology of Isaiah Shembe who intriguingly uses the Bible in 
Ibandla lamaNazaretha, the largest African Independent Church in Southern 
Africa, to reconstruct a community that is untainted by missionary interference. 
Evidently, the uneducated Shembe steals the Bible from the empire and 
appropriates it in his teachings on marriage, adultery, virginity using a variety of 
Old and New Testament texts such as the Pentateuch, the Deutero-Pauline Pastoral 
Epistles amongst others. Here West argues that Shembe “re-members” the Bible 
with the story of Jephta’s daughter (Judges 11) as an example. The kaleidoscope 
of research covered is indeed impressive.

West leaves no hermeneutical stone unturned as the book gives a broad review 
of liberation theologies in Southern Africa that range from Black Theology to 
feminist postcolonial biblical interpretations. The Bible is shown as a site of 
contestation and struggle by African middle class readers who appropriate it as a 
“black”, “ideological”, “book of hope” that resonates with their socio-political, 
religio-cultural and socio-economic struggles (Chapter 6). In addition, West 
engages the hermeneutical perspectives emanating from those who are HIV 
positive, local artists, film, marabi, mbaqanga, poetry and other genres. One gathers 
from this approach a variety of perspectives from the South African public realm 
which renders the voices of these communities audible (Chapter 7). 

West’s scrutiny of the use of the Bible by South African political figures such 
as Mbeki’s Marxist tainted Bible, Zuma’s populist Bible, and Ramaphosa’s moral 
Bible takes us beyond the hermeneutical limits of his previous work on contextual 
bible studies. Dealing with the use of the Bible by politicians in relation to the 
ANC’s national economic policies such as the RDP and GEAR is a unique and 
unparalleled endeavour that West assumes brilliantly. His detailed analysis of the 
Bible as a South African “public book” even evokes the controversial cartoonist 
Zapiro to demonstrate Zuma’s popular religious stance (532). 

The volume culminates with the iconic “people’s Bible” which is the very 
opposite of the “imperial Bible”. West shows how this Bible is the site of struggle 
for squatter dwellers Abahlali Basemjondolo who use it to assert their dignity.

West has outdone himself with this valiant hermeneutical ensemble that is 
beneficial to researchers across a variety of disciplines. Unlike most books on 
biblical interpretation, this one does not display any obsession with sophisticated 
methodology. Rather, it is an easy to read book that not only interweaves a rainbow 
of disciplines but also skilfully blends a variety of approaches to engaging with 
and appropriating the Bible. While the reader might get lost in the myriad of 
names and case studies, the reader is nonetheless exposed to the prevalence of 
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African voices and the historical trajectory of the reception of the Bible and its 
re-appropriation by colonialists to grassroots people from 1652-2015! This is 
perhaps West’s most dynamic “academy of the poor”; contextual bible study at 
its best. In fact, the Bible in this book refuses to be a static document confined to 
the ivory tower setting of Western academia. Rather, the Bible is animated, iconic 
and alive through the lenses of the academically illiterate readers. Not only is the 
book uncompromisingly African but it also skilfully balances archaic imperial 
voices with current postcolonial voices.

The reader benefits immensely from the wealth of literature that has been 
collated and cited and from the generous and exhaustive bibliography for which 
West must be commended. I do, however, observe that the African voices that 
speak in the book, especially in the first half, do so through colonial and missionary 
journals, though we recognise of course the scarcity of African oral sources 
with similar historical narratives. Overall, I am impressed by West’s successful 
demonstration and substantiation of how the “stolen Bible” is appropriated from 
being “a tool of imperialism” to being “an African icon!” 

This book is an inestimable resource for biblical scholars and researchers in 
religion and theology globally. It is a must read not only for students of biblical 
hermeneutics in Africa, especially sub-Saharan Africa, and globally but also for 
biblical scholars, church historians, theologians, missiologists, scholars of religion, 
anthropologists, politicians, economists, feminists, and artists of various genres. 

Makhosazana K. Nzimande
Anglican Church of Southern Africa
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