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From Homosexuality to Hospitality; 
from Exclusion to Inclusion; from 
Genesis 19 to Genesis 18
Gerald O. West, Sithembiso Zwane & Charlene van der 
Walt

 ABSTRACT

This article offers historical-hermeneutical reflection on the Ujamaa Centre’s Contextual 
Bible Study (CBS) work on Genesis 19 and 18 (in that order) over a period of two 
decades, from the late 1990s until the present. What began as a community-based 
development project focused on ‘homosexuality’ has generated a series of CBS, moving 
textually from Genesis 19 to Genesis 18 and moving contextually from concerns about 
homosexuality and exclusion to concerns about hospitality and inclusion. The article is 
attentive to both the historical-contextual shifts over this period as well as to their related 
CBS hermeneutical shifts. 

Introduction
See-Judge-Act is the praxis cycle within which the Ujamaa Centre for Community 
Development and Research works.1 The lived reality of a particular marginalised 
sector, as they themselves understand it, is the starting point (See). This reality 
is then ‘judged’ from the perspective of the ‘kin-dom’2 of God (Judge). This 
phase of the praxis cycle is the core of the Ujamaa Centre’s ‘Contextual Bible 
Study’ methodology.2 Contextual Bible Study deploys the methodological 

1 Gerald O. West, “Recovering the Biblical Story of Tamar: Training for Transformation, Doing 
Development,” in For Better, for Worse: The Role of Religion in Development Cooperation, ed. Robert 
Odén (Halmstad: Swedish Mission Council, 2016).

2 Gerald O. West, “Reading the Bible with the Marginalised: The Value/s of Contextual Bible Reading,” 
Stellenbosch Theological Journal 1, no. 2 (2015).
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capacities of biblical studies, using both literary-narrative and socio-historical 
modes of analysis, to identify and read with marginalised ‘voices’ in and behind 
biblical texts. These ancient biblical voices become the dialogue partners of the 
contemporary marginalised sectors the Ujamaa Centre interprets ‘with’. Safe 
and sacred sites are established within which the daily struggles of life (the first 
text) are brought into potentially redemptive dialogue for communities of faith 
with kindred struggles in and behind the biblical texts (the second text). African 
realities are the ‘subject’3 of the Ujamaa Centre’s interpretive praxis and are the 
sites from which systemic social change is planned and enacted (Act).

Contextual Bible Study (CBS) participates in each of the See-Judge-Act 
phases. CBS is located within the lived realities of marginalised communities. 
This is its primary site. CBS is the ‘heterotopic’4 location within which particular 
community-based voices engage with particular biblical text-based voices across 
time and space. CBS as a methodology is itself a heterotopic site within which, 
in the language of The Kairos Document, ‘people’s theology’ becomes ‘prophetic 
theology’.5 The embodied incipient theology forged within marginalised bodies 
becomes an organised marginalised group’s public theology.6 Such local public 
theologies become additional resources within a movement’s social struggle for 
change. CBS contributes towards actual practices of transformation.

As the title of our article reflects, the See-Judge-Act process is about change. 
There is a movement ‘from ...’ ‘to ...’. In this article we analyse a particular case 
of change. What is particularly significant about this case of change is that it 
demonstrates the serial and cyclical dimensions of the See-Judge-Act process as 
part of the Action-Reflection cycle of praxis. This article documents and analyses 
the most recent developments of what is a long praxis process grappling with 
Genesis 19-18 in the context of increasing South African and African attention 
to ‘homosexuality’. The inverse order is deliberate. We began, historically and 
hermeneutically, with Genesis 19, grappling with this text as a site of struggle 
because of the condemnatory and destructive reception history of this text in our 
communities; we then move from Genesis 19 to Genesis 18.

3 Justin S. Ukpong, “Bible Reading with a Community of Ordinary Readers,” in Interpreting the New 
Testament in Africa, eds. Mary Getui, Tinyiko S. Maluleke, and Justin S. Ukpong (Nairobi: Acton, 
2001), 22.

4 Gerald O. West, “The Biblical Text as a Heterotopic Intercultural Site: In Search of Redemptive 
Masculinities,” in Bible and Transformation: The Promise of Intercultural Bible Reading, eds. Hans 
De Wit and Janet Dyk, Semeia Studies (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2015).

5 Theologians Kairos, The Kairos Document: Challenge to the Church: A Theological Comment on the 
Political Crisis in South Africa, Revised Second Edition (Braamfontein: Skotaville, 1986), 34-35, note 
15.

6 James R. Cochrane, Circles of Dignity: Community Wisdom and Theological Reflection (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1999), 21-39.
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Reflection as Praxis and as Research
The emphasis of the Ujamaa Centre’s designation as a ‘Centre for Community 
Development and Research’ is deliberate, as is the fuller designation, ‘the Ujamaa 
Centre for Biblical and Theological Development and Research’. The liberation 
theology trajectory within which the Ujamaa Centre works places an emphasis 
on ‘activism’ and/as an ‘academic’ process. The Ujamaa Centre inhabits similar 
space to the space Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza identifies as the social location 
of feminist biblical studies, a tensive and contested space “between movement 
and academy,”7 but firmly towards the ‘movement’ end of the continuum between 
movement and academy. The Ujamaa Centre occupies an “invented space”8 
between the social movements it serves, and the university within which it is 
situated. 

The Ujamaa Centre serves social movements with biblical scholarship not 
primarily as a form of ‘research’ but as a contribution to potential social change (as 
praxis). ‘Research’ within the work of the Ujamaa Centre takes two forms. First, 
‘research’ is the product of the daily discipline of reflection on our CBS action. 
‘Research’ is the reflection dimension of praxis. The primary focus here is praxis, 
with reflection as a constitutive component of that praxis. Second, ‘research’ is 
constructed as the primary focus when we establish a research process in order 
to do research on our praxis. The primary focus here is research, with praxis as 
the terrain.9 

In our work within the Ujamaa Centre – for as authors we are embedded in the 
liberatory praxis of the Ujamaa Centre – we always ‘reflect’ on the outcomes and 
impact of our CBS processes, among ourselves and together with the organised 
formations we collaborate with. Each and every component of the CBS process 
is documented publicly in a workshop, using newsprint. Plenary process and 
discussion is documented on newsprint by Ujamaa Centre facilitators, and small-
group process and discussion is documented on newsprint by local-community 
‘scribes’ designated by each small-group. This small-group newsprint is then used 
by each small-group to report to the other small groups in plenary report-back 
sessions. All the newsprint, both plenary and small-group is then stuck onto the 

7 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, “Between Movement and Academy: Feminist Biblical Studies in the 
Twentieth Century,” in Feminist Biblical Studies in the Twentieth Century: Scholarship and Movement, 
ed. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2014), 2, 1.

8 Gerald O. West, and Sithembiso Zwane, “Re-Reading 1 Kings 21:1-16 between Community-Based 
Activism and University-Based Pedagogy,” Journal for Interdisciplinary Biblical Studies 2, no. 1 
(2020): 185-88.

9 For a fuller discussion see Stephen Kemmis, “Research for Praxis: Knowing Doing,” Pedagogy, Culture 
& Society 18, no. 1 (2010); Tracey Smith, Christine Edwards‐Groves, and Roslin Brennan Kemmis, 
“Pedagogy, Education and Praxis,” Pedagogy, Culture & Society 18, no. 1 (2010).
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walls of the workshop venue, surrounding participants with the CBS questions 
and process, as well as their voices from their small-group work.

The organised formations we work with determine the language/s of the 
workshop, including the language/s of the newsprint record. By the end of the 
workshop the walls are covered with newsprint. This newsprint documentation 
not only serves as a reference throughout the workshop, but is collected, collated, 
and recorded by Ujamaa Centre facilitators after the workshop. Newsprint is 
substantively the raw material of our praxis-related reflection. Small-group 
newsprint represents, we argue, more than small-group discussion of CBS 
questions; small-group newsprint represents the incipient lived theology that is 
‘people’s theology’.10 

Alongside our use of newsprint, with the slow increase in the use of computers, 
data-projectors, and PowerPoint (in certain contexts), the Ujamaa Centre also uses 
our CBS PowerPoint slides as a site of documentation. Whenever a PowerPoint 
CBS slide is edited, as we adjust CBS questions, it is done publicly, inviting 
participants to bear witness to how they have contributed to the reshaping of 
a particular CBS. The ‘notes’ feature of PowerPoint is also used to document 
particular plenary responses to a particular CBS question. Once again, this is 
always done publicly, acknowledging and confirming a participant’s contribution. 
Such public forms of documentation are forms of ‘participatory reflection’. 

Though participatory reflection is the foundational form of our academic 
reflection (and/as research), of which this article is a good example, the Ujamaa 
Centre does, on occasion, construct participatory reflection as a component 
of ‘participatory research’. Increasingly, our funding partners require that we 
construct our praxis as research, demonstrating how our CBS processes have 
contributed to community development.11 There are also particular research 
projects to which the Ujamaa Centre, its associated postgraduate students, and 
collaborating colleagues contribute,12 in constructing a particular component of 
our praxis primarily as ‘research’,13 though community-based development and/
as social change is always a distinctive feature, even of this kind of ‘research’.14 

10 Gerald O. West, “Newsprint Theology: Bible in the Context of HIV and AIDS,” in Out of Place: 
Doing Theology on the Crosscultural Brink, eds. Jione Havea and Clive Pearson (London: Equinox 
Publishing, 2011).

11 Evaluation Consortium Msunduzi, Ujamaa Evaluation of the Theological Research and Community 
Development Programme (Pietermaritzburg: 2015).

12 Hans de Wit, and Janet Dyk, eds., Bible and Transformation: The Promise of Intercultural Bible 
Reading, vol. 81, Semeia Studies (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2015).

13 For a fuller discussion see Kemmis, “Research for Praxis: Knowing Doing”; Smith, Edwards‐Groves, 
and Brennan Kemmis, “Pedagogy, Education and Praxis.”

14 Gerald O. West, “Queering the ‘Church and AIDS’ Curriculum: Tracing an Improper (and Indecent) 
Trajectory,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 34, no. 1 (2018).
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This article, as we have indicated, is an example of decades of daily reflection 
as a component of the action-reflection cycle of praxis. Our reflection is based 
on decades of the newsprint and PowerPoint records we have amassed. We have 
already published our reflections on the early period of this CBS trajectory,15 so 
the emphasis in this article is on our more recent CBS work, though we will briefly 
summarise the early work so as to establish the shape of the trajectory.

From Heterosexual Male Rape to Homosexuality; from 
Homosexuality to Hospitality
The Ujamaa Centre began working with Genesis 19 as part of its work in the 
area of gender-based violence in the late 1990s. A landmark CBS on the story of 
the rape of Tamar in 1996 propelled the Ujamaa Centre into sustained work on 
various aspects of gender-based violence,16 including the rape of men. Genesis 
19 was a strategic choice, offering us the opportunity to open interpretive space 
for faith-based engagement with the emerging topic of ‘homosexuality’, while 
also addressing the topic of male rape. The logic of our choice of this text at 
the time (1990s) was that by using this allegedly homophobic biblical text 
we might deconstruct homophobic receptions of Genesis 19, reading the text 
instead as a condemnation of (heterosexual) male rape. This we did using a CBS 
(‘homosexuality-CBS1’) focused entirely on Genesis 19.17 

The advent of HIV generated more overt community space within which 
to engage aspects of sexuality, including homosexuality. This change in the 
South African context and the increasing attention within biblical studies to 
‘homosexuality’18, combined to offer access to details of the biblical narrative that 
had been neglected in our earlier CBS. A significant interpretive shift in a second 
version (‘homosexuality-CBS2’) was to include Genesis 18 in the CBS, re-reading 
Genesis 19 within its literary-narrative context of Genesis 18. Linking Genesis 

15 Gerald O. West, “Reconfiguring a Biblical Story (Genesis 19) in the Context of South African 
Discussions About Homosexuality,” in Christianity and Controversies over Homosexuality in 
Contemporary Africa, ed. Ezra Chitando and Adriaan van Klinken (Oxford: Routledge, 2016).

16 Gerald O. West, and Phumzile Zondi-Mabizela, “The Bible Story That Became a Campaign: The 
Tamar Campaign in South Africa (and Beyond),” Ministerial Formation 103 (2004); Gerald O. West 
et al., “Rape in the House of David: The Biblical Story of Tamar as a Resource for Transformation,” 
Agenda 61 (2004).

17 West, “Reconfiguring a Biblical Story (Genesis 19),” in Christianity and Controversies over 
Homosexuality in Contemporary Africa, 186-88. Each of the CBS referred to are outlined and explained 
in the published essay.

18 See for example John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality: Gay People in 
Western Europe from the Beginning of the Christian Era to the Fourteenth Century (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1980).
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18 and 19 provided significant capacity for community-based conversation about 
‘homosexuality’ by posing the question of whether Genesis 19 had anything at all 
to do with ‘homosexuality’. Genesis 18, so clearly a narrative about Abraham’s 
rural hospitality to three strangers, provided the narrative frame for recognising 
Genesis 19 as equally clearly the story of Lot’s urban hospitality to two of these 
very same strangers.19

Another shift in context generated a further turn in the cyclical process of 
See-Judge-Act Action-Reflection. The Ujamaa Centre’s CBS work on this ‘toxic’ 
and ‘homophobic’ biblical text in its dominant faith-based receptions came to 
the attention of members of the Pietermaritzburg Gay & Lesbian Network20 with 
whom the Ujamaa Centre began working in 2013. In a workshop in April 2013 
with the Gay & Lesbian Network and church-leaders/clergy from the region, we 
constructed another CBS (‘homosexuality-CBS3’) on Genesis 18-19 (moving 
from 19-18) that constructed contestation between notions of ‘homosexuality’ 
and notions of ‘hospitality’.21 

The appropriations of this LGBTIQ+ community, discriminated against and 
stigmatised on the basis of their sexual identity and orientation, enabled us to 
embark on yet another cycle of See-Judge-Act, for among the comments these 
participants made was the following inversion of this text’s usual appropriation:

‘The church is like Sodom, just as the men of Sodom wanted to subject others 
to their power, so the church wants to subject us to its power. Re-reading this 
text reminds us to question each and every text; God himself will come down to 
judge the church, just as God himself came down to judge Sodom!’ This theme 
was taken up by others, who asked, ‘Could not this text, as it is interpreted by 
Ezekiel and Isaiah and Jesus, be read as a story about receiving and welcoming 
homosexuals into our churches?’22

We continued to use versions of the ‘homosexuality-CBS2&3’ during 2014 and 
early 2015 as we worked with a range of different community-based projects with 
the Pietermaritzburg Gay & Lesbian Network, including interfaith work, work 
with local and regional governmental departments, and a series of workshops 
between the constituencies of the Pietermaritzburg Gay & Lesbian Network and 
church-leaders in the KwaZulu-Natal region.

In September 2015 we used these forms of the CBS with constituencies of 
the Gay & Lesbian Network, church-leaders from KwaZulu-Natal, and Nigerian 

19 West, “Reconfiguring a Biblical Story (Genesis 19),” 188-93.
20 The Gay & Lesbian Network (GLN) Pietermaritzburg is a Non-Governmental Organisation working 

towards inclusion and affirmation of all LGBTIQ+ people in civil society. For more on the work of 
GLN see: https://gaylesbian.org.za/.

21 West, “Reconfiguring a Biblical Story (Genesis 19),” 193-96.
22 West, “Reconfiguring a Biblical Story (Genesis 19),” 196.
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church-leaders in training with the Ujamaa Centre. What was particularly 
significant about this workshop was that participants engaged at length with what 
they discerned to be different yet related notions of hospitality in the Genesis 18-19 
story. The participants, who were from both rural and urban contexts, distinguished 
between the ‘rural’ hospitality of Abraham and the ‘urban’ hospitality of Lot. 
While the community-based summons had been to contend with how the bible, 
and particularly Genesis 19, is used to condemn homosexuality. A substantial 
part of this particular workshop’s reflections were about notions of hospitality. 
What was especially significant about the emphasis on hospitality within the text, 
besides that it resonates with much of biblical scholarship’s understanding of the 
emphasis of this text,23 was that it came from the church-leaders, not from the 
emerging inclusive understanding of this text by the Gay & Lesbian Network’s 
constituency. 

We have since revised the CBS in minor ways over the years. For example, in 
a recent workshop in Kenya in November 2019, as part of a three-stage training 
process funded by the Arcus Foundation in which we work with pairings of local 
LGBTIQ+ activists and church-leaders from five African countries (South Africa, 
Kenya, Tanzania, Mozambique, and the Democratic Republic of Congo), we 
used the following version (‘homosexuality-CBS4’), combining elements from 
the two previous versions:24

1.  Listen to Genesis 19:1-13. This story has often been used to address the issue 
of homosexuality. In groups of two, share how this story been used to speak 
about homosexuality in your context.

2.  Let’s study the story more carefully. This story is part of a larger story which 
begins in Genesis 18. The story begins with three men visiting Abraham. Read 
Genesis 18:1-8. How does Abraham receive these strangers?

3.  On the same day, in the evening, two of these strangers leave Abraham’s home 
and journey towards Sodom (18:16). Re-read Genesis 19:1-3. How does Lot 
receive these same strangers (now referred to as angels) who were earlier 
received by Abraham?

4.  Re-read Genesis 18:1-8 and Genesis 19:1-3. Compare these texts. In what 
ways is the hospitality that Abraham and Lot offer similar?

23 Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality: Gay People in Western Europe from the 
Beginning of the Christian Era to the Fourteenth Century, 94-97; Robert A.J. Gagnon, The Bible and 
Homosexual Practice: Texts and Hermeneutics (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2001), 71-91; Gareth 
Moore, A Question of Truth: Christianity and Homosexuality (London: Continuum, 2003), 69-73; 
K. Renato Lings, Love Lost in Translation: Homosexuality and the Bible (Bloomington: Trafford 
Publishing, 2013), 280.

24 Compare this most recent version with the earlier versions in West, “Reconfiguring a Biblical Story 
(Genesis 19)”.

From Homosexuality to Hospitality; from Exclusion to Inclusion; from Genesis 19 to Genesis 18
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5.  The men of Sodom, in contrast to both Abraham and Lot, do not receive the 
strangers/angels with hospitality. Instead of offering hospitality they offer 
violence. Re-read 19:4-5. Why do they choose to ‘receive’ these strangers by 
‘knowing’/raping them?

6.  What is Lot’s status in the city of Sodom? Re-read 19:9. What does his status 
among the men of Sodom tell us about why the men of Sodom threaten to 
rape him?

7.  In Genesis 18 the hospitality of Abraham leads to the visitors including and 
blessing Sarah (18:9-10). In Genesis 19 the hospitality of Lot leads to the 
visitors protecting Lot and Lot’s daughters from being raped by the men of 
Sodom (19:8-11). Lot offers his daughters to the men of Sodom because he 
knows that most of the men of Sodom are heterosexuals. While Lot’s treatment 
of his daughters as his property is unacceptable to us, it is clear that Lot 
recognises that the men of Sodom want to use sex to abuse, humiliate, and 
dominate both his visitors and himself. This is a story about power expressed 
in a sexual way as rape. In what situations in our societies do men rape men? 
Why do men rape other men? (Are men who rape men homosexuals?)

8.  It is important to recognise that this story is not interpreted as a story about 
homosexuality in other parts of the Bible. 

 How do other Old Testament texts characterise this story? See Isaiah 1:7-17; 
Ezekiel 16:49-50.

 How does Jesus characterise this story? See Luke 10:10-12/Matthew 10:14-15.
 What is the ‘sin’ of Sodom according to these biblical texts?
9.  Why is it important to re-read this story by beginning in Genesis 18? What 

have you learned by re-reading this story?
10. What will you now do to help others in your church or community understand 

that this is a story about hospitality, not homosexuality?

From Reality to Theology; from Corrective Rape to Pastoral 
Care
These ‘homosexuality-CBS’ versions continue to be a resource in the work of 
the Ujamaa Centre. However, led by an emerging LGBTIQ+ community-based 
understandings of the story in Genesis 18-19, we began to reflect on other 
details the text offered for engagement with inclusive hospitality. The second 
Eudy Simelane Memorial Lecture and Workshop in October 2017 offered us 
the opportunity to share an emerging CBS based entirely on Genesis 18. Having 

West, Zwane & van der Walt
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been led by Genesis 19 to Genesis 18, could we indirectly reconstitute Genesis 
19 and its homophobic receptions by focusing entirely on intersecting circles of 
hospitality in Genesis 18? In the next few paragraphs, we will provide a brief 
account of the contextual contours that generated this new addition to the CBS 
trajectory (‘hospitality-CBS’).

The Ujamaa Centre’s collaboration with the Simelane family, facilitated by 
our colleague Solomuzi Mabuza who knew the family from KwaThema, Gauteng, 
began in May 2013. We invited Eudy Simelane’s mother and brother to the second 
of our workshops with the Gay & Lesbian Network and church-leaders/clergy. 
Every year we structured particular workshops as research workshops in pairs, so 
that we might measure the outcomes and impacts of our work.25 The first workshop 
of the pair, in April 2013 (mentioned above), in which we used the Genesis 19-18 
‘homosexuality-CBS3’, had as its focus an overt emphasis on culture, theology, 
and the bible as sites of contestation and struggle. The second workshop of the 
pair, in May 2013, had as its focus how culture, theology, and the bible engaged 
with hate crime against the LGBTIQ+ community. While the contextual agenda 
of the first workshop had been set by the church-leaders, the contextual agenda of 
the second workshop was set by the Gay & Lesbian Network and its constituency, 
who were experiencing a spate of hate crimes.26 Eudy Simelane had been a victim 
of hate crime.

Eudy Simelane, well-known Banyana Banyana footballer and LGBTIQ+ 
activist, was the victim of ‘corrective rape’,27 an act of violence against 
women committed by men ostensibly to ‘cure’ lesbians of their nonconforming 
sexual orientation, or ‘correct’ them from it, ‘disciplining’ them to be ‘proper’ 
heterosexual women. Eudy Simelane was raped and murdered in her home town 
of KwaThema, in Gauteng, South Africa. Eudy Simelane’s mother and brother 
graciously accepted our invitation to join our workshop and to share their and 
Eudy’s story with us. Our conversation at this workshop confirmed that there has 
been a backlash by patriarchy against the bodies of women, both heterosexual 
women and lesbian women. The gains women in South Africa have made since the 
adoption of our new Constitution within our post-1994 democratic era are being 
threatened by religious and cultural institutions who believe that their traditions 

25 Centre Ujamaa, Contending for Life: Training Church Leaders to Work within a Prophetic Tradition 
(Pietermaritzburg: Ujamaa Centre, 2013).

26 For a contextual overview see M. Judge, and J.A. Nel, “Exploring Homophobic Victimisation in 
Gauteng, South Africa: Issues, Impacts and Responses,” Acta Criminologica: Southern African Journal 
of Criminology 21, no. 3 (2008); Nonhlanhla Mkhize et al., The Country We Want to Live In: Hate 
Crimes and Homophobia in the Lives of Black Lesbian South Africans (Pretoria: HSRC Press, 2010).

27 For a detailed analysis of the notion of ‘corrective rape’ see Kylie Thomas, Homophobia, Injustice 
and ‘Corrective Rape’ in Post-Apartheid South Africa (Cape Town: Centre for the Study of Violence 
and Reconciliation, 2013). 
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are being threatened.28 This second workshop and the Ujamaa Centre’s ongoing 
relationship with the Simelane family led to the Ujamaa Centre establishing the 
Eudy Simelane Memorial Lecture and Workshop. 

The first Eudy Simelane Memorial Lecture and Workshop took place in 
Pietermaritzburg in April 2016, hosted by the Ujamaa Centre, together with 
The Other Foundation, the Pietermaritzburg Gay & Lesbian Network, the 
KwaZulu-Natal Christian Council, and the Humanities College of the University 
of KwaZulu-Natal. The co-ordinating theme for the lecture and workshop was 
“Homophobia & the Churches in Africa: a Dialogue.”29 The second Eudy Simelane 
Memorial Lecture and Workshop took place in Pietermaritzburg in October 2017 
and placed more emphasis on working with church-leaders. Though each lecture 
and workshop was structured by our See-Judge-Act praxiological process, we 
also structured the Eudy Simelane Memorial Lecture and Workshop series itself 
using the See-Judge-Act process: 2016 (See), 2017 (Judge), and 2019 (Act). The 
focus of the first Eudy Simelane Memorial Lecture and Workshop was on ‘seeing’ 
the reality of Black lesbians and the focus of the second was on discerning and 
constructing theological resources with which to ‘judge’ this reality, building 
biblical and theological pastoral capacity.30 

It was during this second Eudy Simelane Memorial Lecture and Workshop 
in the series that we offered our Genesis 18 version of the Genesis 19-18 CBS 
trajectory. Working together once again in partnership with The Other Foundation 
and the Pietermaritzburg Gay & Lesbian Network, the theme of this Eudy Simelane 
Memorial Lecture and Workshop was ‘Prophetic African Christian Pastoral Care 
in the Context of LGBTI Sexualities’, and among the resources offered was the 
Ujamaa Centre’s ‘hospitality-CBS’ on Genesis 18 (excluding explicit reference 
to Genesis 19).

28 Roderick Brown, “Corrective Rape in South Africa: A Continuing Plight Despite an International 
Human Rights Response,” Article, Annual Survey of International & Comparative Law 18, no. 1 (Spring 
2012 2012); R. Koraan, and A. Geduld, “‘Corrective Rape’ of Lesbians in the Era of Transformative 
Constitutionalism in South Africa,” Article, Potchefstroom Electronic Law Journal 18, no. 5 (2015); 
Mpho Maotoana, Saraswathie Govender, and Kathryn Nel, “The Experiences of Black Lesbians in a 
South African Township,” Article, Gender & Behaviour 17, no. 4 (2019). 

29 The Other Foundation, When Faith Does Violence: Re-Imagining Engagement between Churches 
and LGBTI Groups on Homophobia in Africa (Johannesburg: The Other Foundation, 2017), http://
theotherfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/When-Faith-Does-Violence.pdf; Gerald O. West, 
Charlene van der Walt, and Kapya J. Kaoma, “When Faith Does Violence: Reimagining Engagement 
between Churches and LGBTI Groups on Homophobia in Africa “ HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological 
Studies 71, no. 1 (2016).

30 The emphasis of the third Eudy Simelane Memorial Lecture and Workshop in 2019 was on ‘acting’ 
within Eudy Simelane’s context, KwaThema, Gauteng.
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From Genesis 19 to Genesis 18; from Hate Speech to Affirming 
Speech; from Exclusion to Inclusion
Within our workshop pedagogy, the Ujamaa Centre uses CBS as both a 
participatory praxis, enabling participants to share and thus work together from a 
common experience and, as an ideo-theological praxis, creating a safe and sacred 
space within which to engage dimensions of faith and life, avoided by what The 
Kairos Document referred to as ‘Church Theology’.31 ‘Church theology’ brackets 
the ‘improper’ and resolutely excludes the ‘indecent’.32 So in the workshop 
component of the second Eudy Simelane Memorial Lecture and Workshop the 
Ujamaa Centre facilitated a CBS on the first day of the workshop as the initial 
component of the ‘Judge’ phase of the workshop, immediately after participants 
had worked together in small groups to analyse (‘See’) African realities with 
respect to the paucity of prophetic African Christian pastoral care resources in 
the context of African LGBTIQ+ experience.

Our CBS work is usually surrounded by the liturgical faith resources of the 
organised community-based group we are working with. Prayer, song, and other 
liturgical rituals of faith are a vital component of CBS work, for they represent 
the faith-world of a particular organised local community. Usually this liturgical 
infrastructure is facilitated by the host community who has summoned the Ujamaa 
Centre to collaborate with them. However, in workshops such as this, where the 
Ujamaa Centre was the hosting organisation and where participants came from 
diverse faith traditions, we offered the spirituality of Christian art and a Christian 
icon as a liturgical resource. 

Our colleague Charlene van der Walt chose two centering images, one an 
artwork representing Abraham’s reception of the strangers and one a Christian 
icon. The first image selected to thematically center the CBS participants was a 
1966 painting by the Russian-French artist Marc Chagall, entitled “Abraham and 
the Three Angels”. The artwork depicts the white-winged angels, hosted and cared 
for by Abraham, in rich warm colors that visually introduce the overarching theme 
of hospitality. The second image appropriated as part of the liturgical framing of 
the CBS process was used within the centering practice of Visio Divina. We used 
an African image from the Coptic tradition depicting ‘Christ and the Believer’. 

31 Theologians Kairos, Challenge to the Church: A Theological Comment on the Political Crisis in South 
Africa: The Kairos Document (Braamfontein: The Kairos theologians, 1985); Kairos, The Kairos 
Document: Challenge to the Church: A Theological Comment on the Political Crisis in South Africa; 
Maake J. Masango, “Homosexuality: A Challenge to African Churches,” Hervormde Teologiese Studies 
58, no. 3 (2002).

32 West, “Queering the “Church and AIDS” Curriculum: Tracing an Improper (and Indecent) Trajectory.”; 
Marcella Althaus-Reid, Indecent Theology: Theological Perversions in Sex, Gender and Politics 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2000).

From Homosexuality to Hospitality; from Exclusion to Inclusion; from Genesis 19 to Genesis 18



16

The image, which is also referred to as ‘Christ and Abbot Mena’ and ‘The Icon 
of Friendship’, depicts the believer standing in the loving embrace of Christ as 
the Word. The icon, as is the tradition,33 is open to the front and invites the viewer 
into the process of sense-making and meaning-making. Participants were asked to 
engage the image by reflecting on the following questions: What strikes you as you 
look at the image? What do you notice about Christ? How is Christ positioned in 
relation to the Believer? What feelings does the image evoke in you? The image 
and the reflection questions were aimed at guiding the CBS participants into a 
process of reflection on the contours of hospitality and the scope and coordinates 
of ‘hospitality’ with respect to the stranger and those who are considered ‘other’. 

The CBS, embedded within this liturgical frame, took the ‘hospitality-CBS’ 
form outlined below, though we do, where necessary, revise questions as we 
proceed in a particular context. If we sense that the CBS questions we have 
offered are not clear to the participants, we rephase them, and then change them 
publicly on our PowerPoint slides. Pedagogically this signals that the questions 
are flexible formulations. We encourage CBS participants to use their own local 
languages, which regularly results in the questions we have framed in English 
being reformulated in translation, which in turn often leads us to reformulate 
the ‘original’ English-language version of the question. We mention this public 
translation/reformulation process here because Question 2 is a good example of a 
question we have reformulated again and again until it made sense to participants.
1.  Listen to a dramatic reading of Genesis 18:1-15. (Ask participants to take the 

roles of a narrator, Abraham, the strangers, and Sarah.) What is the text about? 
2.  Re-read verse 1. In this verse we as readers know more than Abraham. We 

are told that it is God who will appear to Abraham in the form of a stranger. 
But Abraham himself does not know this. Why do you think the story begins 
in this way, with us knowing things that Abraham does not yet know?

3.  Re-read verses 1-8. Where was Abraham when the three strangers arrived? 
And how does he react once he notices the strangers?

4.  What do Abraham’s reactions tell us about the position of a stranger in that 
context? How does Abraham show hospitality?

5.  How is hospitality shown in your context? How are strangers treated in your 
context?

6.  Re-read verses 6-15. Where was Sarah when the three strangers arrived? And 
how does she react to the strangers?

7.  In what ways do the strangers treat Sarah as a person in her own right? Note 
how they draw her from inside the tent to the entrance of the tent, towards 
where the men are gathered.

33 See for example John W. De Gruchy, Icons as a Means of Grace (Cape Town: Lux Verbi, 2008).
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8.  The strangers are offered hospitality, but they in turn bring gifts of their own. 
What gifts do these strangers offer Sarah?

9.  How does Sarah respond to being treated as a person in her own right, as a 
subject? What does this change in position mean for Sarah considering the 
cultural norms of her society?

10.Who are considered as strangers in your context and what gifts of inclusion 
might they bring?

11.What resources will you take from this biblical text for your work in contexts of 
hospitality to strangers? Be specific about who the strangers are in your context.
CBS methodology moves from community-consciousness questions, such as 

Question 1, which rely entirely on the lived realities and the reception resources 
of the workshop participants and of each particular small-group, to critical-
consciousness (or text-consciousness) questions, such as Questions 2, 3, and 4, 
where the focus is on textual detail, and then back to community-consciousness 
questions, such as Question 5. What is innovative and distinctive about this CBS 
is that we go through this cycle twice (1; 2-4; 5 and then 6; 7-9; 10-11). 

The first cycle overlaps with the hospitality-oriented questions used in the 
‘homosexuality-CBS4’ above (see Questions 2, 3, and 4). However, the text-
consciousness questions in the first cycle of the ‘hospitality-CBS’ probe the 
narrative detail more closely. Question 2 offers participants, by way of a question, 
access to narrative notions of an implied reader who is positioned by the narrator 
(and the implied author) to know more than the major character, Abraham. As this 
saga begins, the narrator reveals to the implied reader in verse 1 the identity of 
who it is that appeared to Abraham. While the Hebrew text foregrounds the verb 
‘to see’ (raah) as the first word of the saga, the subject who ‘appeared’ (niphal) is 
‘the Lord’ (Yahweh). Abraham, though not yet named in this saga,34 moves from 
being the object in verse 1 to the subject who ‘sees’ in verse 2. The verb ‘to see’ 
(raah) is foregrounded by its initial position in verse 1, and emphasised in verse 
2 by being preceded by the phrase ‘and he lifted his eyes’, and followed by the 
particle ‘behold’ (hinneh). Though the emphasis of the Hebrew text is often lost 
in translation, what Abraham sees is not God but ‘three men’. What the reader 
‘sees’ and what Abraham ‘sees’ is different.35 

34 Biblical scholarship has attended to a variety of aspects of this text and its part in the Abraham saga-
cycle; for an overview see Ahn Sang Keun, and Pieter M. Venter, “An Analytical Perspective on the 
Fellowship Narrative of Genesis 18:1-15,” Article, Hervormde Teologiese Studies 66, no. 1 (2010).

35 While we accept the arguments of Ahn Sang Keun and Pieter Venter about how the phrase ‘the Lord 
appeared to’ is used in Genesis, we disagree with their conclusion that, ‘The depiction of Abraham 
‘seeing’ attests to Abraham’s immediate recognition of the deity from the first moment’; Keun, and 
Venter, “An Analytical Perspective on the Fellowship Narrative of Genesis 18:1-15,” 7. Verse 1 is a 
linking device/rubric between sagas, with the saga proper beginning in verse 2. While the redactor-
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As indicated, when we as facilitators first put up Question 2 and then walked 
among the small groups checking on their group-process, we realised that 
participants had difficulty in understanding the question. Part of the problem, 
we came to recognise, was that many participants’ reception history of this text 
assumed that Abraham had known that God was among his visitors. That the 
text itself indicated that Abraham had not (yet) recognised God’s presence was 
a difficult theological point to grasp. We have persevered with the question, 
reformulating it, because an important component of CBS is that it uses textual 
detail to deconstruct prevalent and often dominant ideo-theological biblical text 
receptions.36 

Extensive narrative resources within the text are used to produce the effect of 
the implied reader knowing more than Abraham. This shift in point-of-view is key 
to/ what follows, allowing the implied reader (and the contemporary real reader) 
to watch how Abraham and his household respond to strangers whom they do 
not (yet) know includes God.37 Our Question 2 is an attempt to slow the reading 
process so that the participants can grapple with this textual detail and discern 
how it might be significant. A ‘slow’ reading of a text is a decisive contribution 
of CBS methodology,38 enabling textual (and socio-historical) detail neglected 
by ‘church theology’ to deconstruct dominant interpretations. Question 2 gives 
participants the opportunity to imagine Abraham and his household receiving 
human strangers.

Questions 2 and 4 probe the narrative detail that indicates the extravagant 
hospitality of Abraham and his household. There is some repetition and redundancy 
in these questions as we have attempted to find different ways of asking related 
questions about the signs of hospitality within the text. Because hospitality is 

narrator alerts the reader to God’s immanent presence in verse 1, the saga-narrator makes it clear in 
verse 2 that when “he lifted up his eyes” Abraham saw “three men”. For a fuller account of the reception 
history of this text, including the fascinating interpretive option offered by Jewish tradition which 
argues that Abraham interrupts his conversation with God (verse 3) in order to offer hospitality to the 
three men; see Bogdan G Bucur, “The Early Christian Reception of Genesis 18: From Theophany 
to Trinitarian Symbolism,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 23, no. 2 (2015): 248. We thank Fred 
Hendricks for drawing our attention to this Jewish interpretation.

36 For a useful overview of deconstructive literary analysis see Dennis T. Olson, “Literary and Rhetorical 
Criticism,” in Methods for Exodus, ed. Thomas B. Dozeman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2010), 19-24.

37 The narrative offers no clear indication of when, in narrative time, Abraham recognises one of the 
‘men’ as God. Verse 13 indicates that it is (now) God (Yahweh) speaking for the first time. The complex 
redactional composition history of this saga-chain makes it difficult to reconstruct the individual sagas 
that have been collected and composed to constitute the saga-chain. 

38 John Riches et al., What Is Contextual Bible Study? A Practical Guide with Group Studies for Advent 
and Lent (London: SPCK, 2010), 41.
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such a distinctive dimension of African identity, African participants delve into 
every detail of verses 1-8, which are regularly re-read and re-heard in response 
to these questions in each small-group.

Question 5 moves the CBS from text to context. Having used text-oriented 
questions to slow the interpretive process, appropriation quickens interpretation. 
Each and every participant has something to share about local notions and practices 
of hospitality. In the Eudy Simelane Workshop many of the participants came 
from urban African contexts, and so lamented postcolonial constraints on African 
hospitality, including ethnically driven bouts of South African xenophobia. We 
would remember this lament and use it to generate further CBS work.39 The 
narrative, however, reminded them all of what it meant to show ‘African’ 
hospitality.

The CBS is designed to use the first cycle of questions (1-5) to construct an 
ideo-theological platform for the second cycle, where we probe more fully what 
it might mean to be ‘inclusive’.40 A single CBS tends to follow only one cycle of 
community-consciousness to text-consciousness to community-consciousness. 
By introducing a second cycle we were adapting our usual process, and so 
we were especially attentive to how participants would respond. How would 
participants respond to another set of textual questions, returning to the text and 
slowing down the interpretive process again, having already eagerly embraced 
the contextual engagement facilitated by Question 5? The detail of biblical text 
has the potential to disrupt ‘church theology-type’ interpretations of the bible, 
so the Ujamaa Centre’s CBS honours textual detail, drawing responsibly on the 
work of biblical scholarship, but shaped by our ideo-theological accountability 
to a liberation theology or ‘prophetic theology’ trajectory.41 

The redaction composition history of the Abraham saga-cycle in general and of 
these in particular (Genesis 18:1-15) is complex.42 The Ujamaa Centre is attentive 
to the ideo-theological agendas of the redactional composition processes that 
have given us the final form of the text. With Itumeleng Mosala, we recognise 
and work with a sacred text that is itself, intrinsically, and indelibly, ‘a site of 

39 We received an invitation from the student body of the Pietermaritzburg Cluster of Theological 
Institutions to construct and facilitate a CBS on ‘xenophobia’. This we did on the 3rd October 2019; 
see http://www.cihablog.com/a-contextual-bible-study-on-xenophobia/.

40 Our reading aligns itself with biblical scholarship in which Genesis 18:1-15 is narratively connected 
to the narrative in Genesis 19. See footnote 36.

41 For a detailed explanation see Gerald O. West, Biblical Hermeneutics of Liberation: Modes of Reading 
the Bible in the South African Context, Second Revised ed. (Maryknoll and Pietermaritzburg: Orbis 
Books and Cluster Publications, 1995).

42 For a useful overview see Keun, and Venter, “An Analytical Perspective on the Fellowship Narrative 
of Genesis 18:1-15.”
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struggle’.43 In this trajectory of CBS work our use of Genesis 18:1-15 is an attempt 
to use the final form of the text to deconstruct how Genesis 19 has been used in 
contemporary African contexts.44 We are reading backwards, from Genesis 19 to 
Genesis 18:1-15. Our delimitation of Genesis 18:1-15 is itself an ideo-theological 
choice, providing literary-narrative textual detail to deconstruct the homophobic 
reception history of Genesis 19 on two fronts. First, Genesis 18:1-5 offers textual 
resources for recognising ‘hospitality’ resonances across these texts;45 and second, 
Genesis 18:6-15 offers textual resources to extend the notion of hospitality to 
notions of inclusion.46

The Ujamaa Centre uses both literary-narrative and socio-historical methods in 
the construction of a CBS.47 Within a CBS we almost always use literary-narrative-
type questions before we use socio-historical-type questions, so as to construct 
an egalitarian site for collaborative interpretation. We do sometimes offer socio-
historical information in the form of short question related inputs.48 However, 
such resources are almost always offered after participants have read and re-read 
the particular text we are working with. Literary-narrative resources, offered in 

43 Itumeleng J. Mosala, Biblical Hermeneutics and Black Theology in South Africa (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1989), 185; Gerald O. West, “Redaction Criticism as a Resource for the Bible as ‘a Site of 
Struggle’,” Old Testament Essays 30, no. 2 (2017).

44 See for example The Other Foundation, Silent No Longer: Narratives of Engagement between LGBTI 
Groups and the Churches in Southern Africa (Johannesburg: The Other Foundation, 2017), 21, http://
theotherfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Silent-No-Longer.pdf; Masiiwa Ragies Gunda, 
The Bible and Homosexuality in Zimbabwe: A Socio-Historical Analysis of the Political, Cultural and 
Christian Arguments in the Homosexual Public Debate with Special Reference to the Use of the Bible 
(Bamberg: University of Bamberg Press, 2010), 258-72.

45 This has been a common recognition within biblical scholarship; see for example the summary in 
Keun, and Venter, “An Analytical Perspective on the Fellowship Narrative of Genesis 18:1-15,” 2-3.

46 See also footnote 36 above. Keun and Venter interpret Genesis 18:1-15 within the Abraham saga-chain 
and across other “covenant partners”; Keun, and Venter, “An Analytical Perspective on the Fellowship 
Narrative of Genesis 18:1-15,” 7. Though we do not delve into the redactional composition history of 
the Abraham saga in any depth, our reading process acknowledges the voices of independent sagas, 
going behind the dominant discourses of the final form “to the discourses of oppressed communities 
in order to link up with kindred struggles”; Mosala, Biblical Hermeneutics and Black Theology in 
South Africa, 153.

47 In our collaborative interfaith work facilitated by the Pietermaritzburg Gay & Lesbian Network we 
have noted with interest how our Muslim co-activists from The Inner Circle in Cape Town have tended 
to use socio-historical resources when re-reading the Qur’an’s version of the story of Sodom. See for 
example, Imam Muhsin Hendricks, “Islam and Homosexuality” (paper presented at the International 
Lesbian and Gay Association (ILGA) Preconference on Religions, Geneva 2006).

48 See for example Gerald O. West, “Do Two Walk Together? Walking with the Other through Contextual 
Bible Study,” Anglican Theological Review 93, no. 3 (2011); Gerald O. West, and Sithembiso Zwane, 
““Why Are You Sitting There?” Reading Matthew 20:1-16 in the Context of Casual Workers in 
Pietermaritzburg, South Africa,” in Matthew: Texts@Contexts, ed. Nicole Duran Wilkinson and James 
Grimshaw (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013).
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the form of questions, enable a participatory re-reading and re-interpretation of a 
biblical text collaboratively. In this particular case we were offering participants 
two cycles of text-consciousness questions, with each set being attentive to one 
of the saga components in this saga-chain.

Participants across a number of different contexts in which we have facilitated 
the various ‘homosexuality-CBS’ have noted the similar narrative construction 
of Abraham’s reception of the strangers and the reception of Lot (in discussing 
Questions 2 and 3), pointing to the repetition of the verb ‘to see’ (raab, 18:2; 19:2), 
the participle ‘behold’ (hinneh, 18:2; 19:2), the deferential form of address, ‘lord’ 
(18:3; 19:2), the positioning of both Abraham and Lot in the role of ‘servant’ 
(18:3; 19:2), the sense of haste (18:2, 6, 7) and urgency (19:3) common to both 
encounters, and the signs of hospitality (washing of the feet, rest, and food, 18:4-5; 
rest, washing of the feet, food, 19:2-3). Across the small groups participants picked 
up on each of these narrative details, constructing a clear sense of parallel narrative 
structure and so clearly related narratives. In the various ‘homosexuality-CBS’ 
the parallel structuring of these narratives of reception and hospitality provides a 
contrast to the reception and lack of hospitality from “the men of Sodom” (19:4).

In the Genesis 18:1-15 ‘hospitality-CBS’, we included the 18:6-15 saga to 
see to what extent the narrative offered us potentially useful detail on ‘inclusion’. 
Could this textual sub-unit be read as a story about how the reception of strangers 
with hospitality results in the strangers sharing gifts, including in this case the gift 
of the inclusion of Sarah? African biblical scholarship has tended to focus on the 
gift of a child, given the cultural stigma often associated with childless women,49 
and there has also been interest in the gift of sexual pleasure (18:12).50 But what 
about the gift of being recognised as a speaking subject?

Direct speech and both temporal and spatial setting are significant features of 
both 18:1-8 and 18:9-15. After the frenetic activity of 18:2b-8a, Abraham finally 
stands, though the participle form perhaps implies impending activity rather than 
stillness. But there is a narrative pause, signaled by the silence of their eating 
(18:8b). The direct speech has ceased and the significant male characters are all 
outside in the same place, under the tree (8b). Verse 9 sets in motion a shift in focus. 
We have good textual reasons, therefore, for pausing our CBS after Question 5 

49 Magezi E. Baloyi, “Gendered Character of Barrenness in an African Context: An African Pastoral 
Study,” Barrenness; African; childbearing; marriage; suspicion, 2017 51, no. 1 (2017-02-27 2017); 
Janice Pearl Ewurama De-Whyte, Wom(B)An: A Cultural-Narrative Reading of the Hebrew Bible 
Barrenness Narratives, Biblical Interpretation Series 162 (Leiden: Brill, 2018). See also Hemchand 
Gossai, Barrenness and Blessing: Abraham, Sarah, and the Journey of Faith (Wipf and Stock 
Publishers, 2008).

50 Susan A Brayford, “To Shame or Not to Shame: Sexuality in the Mediterranean Diaspora,” Semeia 87 
(1999): 169; Brittney Cooper, “How Sarah Got Her Groove Back, or Notes toward a Black Feminist 
Theology of Pleasure,” Black Theology 16, no. 3 (2018).
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and beginning a second cycle, and participants had no difficulty in following the 
narrative shape and the related CBS shape. The initiative is no longer Abraham’s 
but comes from the three men. They speak, using the question form to include 
Abraham as a subject. Sarah, at this stage, is the object of their question. Our 
Question 6, however anticipates the narrative sequence and so already treats 
Sarah as a subject.

Question 7 is a pivotal question, probing the way in which direct speech 
and spatial setting are used to gradually include Sarah. The text does not escape 
its patriarchal frame, but there is enough textual detail to construct Sarah as a 
subject, drawing her from women’s space ‘inside’ to male space ‘outside’.51 Sarah 
slowly moves from ‘in the tent’ (9b), to ‘the tent entrance’ (10b), to speaking to 
herself (12), to speaking publically among men (15). Sarah moves from object to 
subject. The gift the strangers offer, having been received with hospitality, is of 
subjecthood. Question 6 recognises Sarah in her domestic role, probing the ways 
in which she is the object of male actions. Questions 7-9 probe how the narrative 
might be read as reconstructing Sarah as a dialogue partner, conversing together 
with men, as a subject.

Questions 10 and 11 complete the three intersecting cycles of CBS,52concluding 
in-front-of-the-text, with community-consciousness, and with a commitment to 
action. Each small group commits to an action-plan, shaped by their contextual 
challenges and constraints. The Ujamaa Centre too, as part of our action-
reflection cycle, uses each CBS as an opportunity to ‘Act’. Among the actions 
that the Ujamaa Centre itself has taken from this CBS is to include Sarah in the 
‘homosexuality-CBS4’ version (see above, Question 7 in the ‘homosexuality-
CBS4’ we used in Kenya). 

We have used the Genesis 18 ‘hospitality-CBS’ primarily within contexts 
where we have also been working with communities on sexuality,53 but there is 
potential for this CBS to be adapted to related contexts of exclusion, such as the 

51 Carol Meyers, Rediscovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), 103-24; see also the essays in Brigitte; Lion, and Cécile Michel, The Role of Women in 
Work and Society in the Ancient near East, Studies in Ancient near Eastern Records 13 (Berlin: de 
Gruyter, 2016).

52 West, “Reading the Bible with the Marginalised,” 243-45.
53 For example, following the Eudy Simelane Memorial Lecture and Workshop (4-6 October 2017), 

we used this CBS in an African Pastoral Care Resources in the Context of Sexuality Workshop (8-11 
October 2018) funded by the Arcus Foundation in which we worked with colleagues from South Africa, 
Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Kenya, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ghana, and Tanzania. This 
latter workshop then led to the three-stage training process mentioned above, in which we work with 
pairings of local LGBTIQ+ activists and church-leaders from five African countries (South Africa, 
Kenya, Tanzania, Mozambique, and the Democratic Republic of Congo). This CBS was a catalyst for 
further CBS work in Southern and Eastern Africa.
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context of migration.54 As with the various ‘homosexuality-CBS’ versions, our 
‘hospitality-CBS’ will surely be shaped by the particular contexts in which we 
continue to use it as a resource for social transformation.

Conclusion
This article documents and analyses a praxis cycle within the work of the Ujamaa 
Centre, tracking the shifting contours of a series of Contextual Bible Studies as 
different community contexts have summoned the bible to speak words of life 
in the midst of theologies of death. What began as a resource to engage with 
emerging community concerns about ‘homosexuality’, beginning with a CBS-led 
re-reading of Genesis 19, has summoned a series of overlapping CBS in which 
‘hospitality’ has emerged as a central concept. These CBS have shifted from a 
re-reading of Genesis 19, to a re-reading of Genesis 19 as part of a larger narrative 
that begins in Genesis 18, to a re-reading of the sagas with which Genesis 18 
begins. In doing these related CBS, LGBTIQ+ communities have been affirmed, 
and those who have condemned them using Genesis 19 have been given textual 
pause and cause to reconsider. Proclamations of hate have been transformed to 
gestures and words of welcome. Welcomed strangers have shared gifts. Exclusion 
has been transformed into inclusion.

54 An invitation from the Church of Sweden in June 2017 to facilitate a CBS on migration, religion, and 
economy gave our colleague Sithembiso Zwane the opportunity to follow our See-Judge-Act process 
in the contexts of Uppsala and Västerås, Sweden. As already indicated, we also received an invitation 
from the student body of the Pietermaritzburg Cluster of Theological Institutions to construct and 
facilitate a CBS on ‘xenophobia’. This we did on the 3rd October 2019; see http://www.cihablog.
com/a-contextual-bible-study-on-xenophobia/.
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Motivations for Religious Vocation: A 
Case Study of the African Province Third 
Order of The Society of St. Francis 
Bonginkosi Buthelezi

 ABSTRACT

This article is based on research for a master’s degree undertaken at the University of 
KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) in 2017/18. The research aims to determine what motivates 
Anglican Franciscans to join, remain or leave the African Province Third Order of the 
Society of St. Francis of Assisi (TSSF), focusing particularly in the southern region. 
Roman Catholic and Anglican religious orders declined during Reformation but religious 
life was revived in England in the nineteenth century with the rise of the Oxford 
Movement. The Third Order of the Society of St. Francis was established within the 
worldwide Anglican Communion in the twentieth century. There have been Franciscan 
tertiaries in the African Province of the Anglican Communion for forty-five years. These 
are only found in South Africa, Lesotho, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Uganda, Tanzania and 
Ghana. The Anglican Franciscan Third Order is comprised of members who seek to live 
out the gospel of Christ in the spirit of St. Francis of Assisi through a Rule of Life. The 
Third Order has associate members or companions. This article is specifically about what 
motivates tertiaries in Africa to enter, remain or leave the Third Order. 

Introduction
This article is an attempt to explore and assess factors1 affecting the level of, the 
motivation of Franciscan tertiaries2 (Anglican or Episcopalian)3 to join, remain or 

1 Intrinsic (intrinsic motivating factors are driven from the inside, the features of the activity are 
important, looks for some satisfying and fulfilling aspects, and is not easy to change) and extrinsic 
(extrinsic motivating factors are driven from the outside, focuses solely on the result of the activity, 
looks out for rewards, and are relatively dynamic). See William Strawbridge, Sarah Shema, Richard 
Cohen, and George Kaplan “Increases Survival by Improving and Maintaining Good Health 
Behaviours, Mental Health and Social Relationships,” Annual Behavioural Medicine 23, (2008), 
68-74.

2 Members of the Third Order of the Society of St. Francis are referred to as tertiaries.
3 The word ‘Anglican’ is found first in the 1215 Magna Carta and later in the 1534 Act of Supremacy 

as part of the Latin term Ecclesia Anglicana, used simply to refer to the whole of the Church as it 

Bonginkosi Buthelezi is a Master of Theology student at the University of KwaZulu-Natal 
in the School of Religion, Philosophy and Classics.< drbtbuthelezi@gmail.com>.
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leave the African Province Third Order of the Society of St. Francis, hereinafter 
referred to as TSSF. Professed members are the key driving force of the religious 
order whose continued membership keeps it thriving with a view to achieving 
its aims and objectives. Members, therefore, are important in the survival of any 
religious order, and the issue of their motivation to join, leave or continue in 
their profession is important in any discussion of their recruitment and retention. 
In particular, little is known as to why some tertiaries persist in their Franciscan 
vocation in the African Province TSSF while others do not. Therefore, a study that 
addresses the issue of why members join, remain or leave this religious order is 
important if we are to advance our understanding of the African Province TSSF. 

Three reasons underpinned and motivated the author to conduct this study 
ranging from institutional to personal considerations. The first consideration is 
related to the absence of research that examines the factors that motivate tertiaries 
to join, stay or leave their orders. The second is related to the fact that one of 
Archbishop of Canterbury Justin Welby’s three priorities of his episcopacy is 
religious life, which he has put at the heart of the Anglican Church and its mission. 
In 2014, he made the revival of religious life a goal of his episcopacy and invited 
representatives of various congregations to talks and discussions at the Lambeth 
Conference. One of Welby’s predecessors, Lord George Carey, once described 
the religious life as the ‘best kept secret in the Church’.4 W2The third reason is 
related to the author’s own experience in the TSSF. The researcher has been a 
member of the African Province TSSF since July 2013, during which time he has 
gained more knowledge about this religious order. He also realised that TSSF 
is not a well-known religious congregation in the Anglican Church of Southern 
Africa (ACSA) 5. A qualitative case study design was used to collect data from 
participants: 13 were consulted out of 51 tertiaries from two countries with 
Franciscans in the Anglican Church of Southern Africa namely, South Africa and 
Lesotho. Data were collected using interviews and analysed by means of themes. 

was found in England. ‘Anglican’ appeared as an adjective in the Oxford English Dictionary (2nd 
ed.) in 1650 and like the term ‘the Church of England’ it simply differentiates the English Church 
and its members from other National Churches and from the Roman Catholic Church. Indeed, the 
Church of England still does not use the term ‘Anglican’ in any of its formal expressions of identity. 
‘Anglicanism’ was first used by John Henry Newman in 1838 to distinguish the Anglican Church 
from Protestantism (Mark Chapman, Anglicanism: A Very Short Introduction, (Oxford: Blackwell, 
2006), 4. In America, the Anglican Church is known as the Episcopalian Church, see Klippies 
Kritzinger, Exploring Theology: An Introductory Dictionary, (Pretoria, Unisa Press, 2004), 8.

4 CSC Newsletter, Vol. 29 No. 2 (London, 1996), 3.
5 ACSA was established in 1870; it is in full communion with, but in no way subordinate to, the Church 

of England. It is made up of Angola, Eswatini, Lesotho, Mozambique, Namibia, and South Africa. See 
Constitution and Canons of the Anglican Church of Southern Africa, (CPSA Publishing, Marshalltown, 
2017), 4.
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This article will discuss the fall and rise of the religious life in the Anglican 
Church from the early nineteenth century. This will be followed by the examination 
of Anglican Franciscan Tertiaries in Africa. The last, but not least important, 
section will look at the results of the research. 

The Fall and Rise of Religious Life in the Anglican Church
A brief history of Anglican religious life will show the significance of the 
Franciscan movement in reclaiming a common heritage within the Anglican 
Communion. In 1224, nine Franciscan friars led by Agnellus of Pisa came from 
Italy to Dover, England.6 They established the Franciscan order which attracted 
many followers and soon began to grow rapidly. The friars established houses in 
different English towns and by 1254 there were 1, 242 friars in forty-nine towns.7 
The friars pioneered the observation of the Feast of St. Francis on 4 October. 
They also worked hard to expand Franciscan spirituality in three Anglican 
religious orders. Any semblance of Franciscan spirituality was wiped out during 
Reformation but was maintained by a few individuals and families who remained 
in communion with Rome.8 The annual feast of St. Francis was removed from 
the liturgical calendar of the Church of England and his name was also excluded 
from the Litanies and Collects.9 The canons of the Church of England prohibited 
the clergy from encouraging religious pilgrimages to any saints’ tombs and 
regulated the use of miracles, sacred effects of images and relics of saints. The 
Reformation in England resulted in the closing of the monasteries and the demise 
of the Roman Catholic religious orders in England (some established themselves 
on the Continent, and returned to re-found houses very much later). This resulted 
in the cancellation of pilgrimages to Assisi. There was hardly any Franciscan 
presence in England from 1789 to 1882. By 1850, the number of Franciscan friars 
had significantly decreased from thousands to about nine in England. 10 

6 Rosemary Sharpe, “Franciscan Values and Social Contexts: A Sociological Study of Founders of 
Anglican Franciscan Third Orders: 1882-1939,” (Published Doctoral Thesis, London School of 
Economics and Political Science, 1993), 68-69.

7 Thomas of Eccleston and Father Cuthbert OSFC 1866-1939, The Chronicle of Thomas of 
Eccleston: De Adventu Fratrum Minorum ad Angliam, (USA, Wentworth Press, 2016), i. 

8 Rosemary Sharpe, “Franciscan Values and Social Contexts,” 69.
9 Michael Perham, The Communion of Saints: An Examination of the Place of the Christian Dead in 

the Belief and Worship and Calendar of the Church, (University of California, Alcuin Club, 1980), 
45.

10 Rosemary Sharpe, “Franciscan Values and Social Contexts,” 74.
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After the Reformation, the only surviving religious order was the Little Gidding 
community formed by Nicholas Ferrar in the seventeenth century.11 The religious 
life, as it had been known in Catholic England, ceased to exist until recovery 
took place in the latter part of the nineteenth century. It was at that point that 
a number of religious orders were founded in England and a handful of those 
were for men. The recovery was as a result of the nineteenth century Oxford (or 
Tractarian) Movement. In the early 1830s, a group of Oxford academic clergy 
of the Church of England viz. John Henry Newman, Edward Pusey, and John 
Keble, disturbed by the development of liberal tendencies in politics and theology, 
published a series of tracts calling for a return to the social and religious values 
of earlier times in the Anglican tradition including Catholic devotions, practices, 
and rituals.12 The advocates of the Oxford movement, generally of High Church 
(catholic) persuasion, issued a series of pamphlets describing their arguments 
and brought about the re-establishment of religious communities which had been 
absent in the British Isles for 300 years.13 

The Anglican religious orders assumed a middle ground position as there was 
no clear-cut separation between the contemplative and active life.14 Most worked 
amongst the poorest of the poor and this later grew into the field of social work. 
The first Anglican woman to enter religious life was Marion Hughes in 1845. In 
1848, the Community of St. Mary the Virgin (CSMV) was founded by the Rev. 
W. Butler in the parish of Wantage, Oxford.15 This was made possible with the 
approval of Samuel Wilberforce. In 1852, the Society of the Sacred Advent was 
instituted and the Community of St. John the Baptist (CSJB) was founded at 
Windsor by the Rev. T.T. Carter and Harriet Monsell.16 These two communities 
were trailblazers among the English religious orders.17 Emily Ayckbowm founded 

11 Susan O’Brien, “Terra in Cognita: The Nuns in Nineteenth-Century England,” Past and Present 
121 (1988), 110.

12 Owen Chadwick ed., The Spirit of the Oxford Movement: Tractarian Essays (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 4; Owen Chadwick, “The Oxford Movement and Its 
Reminiscencers,” in The Spirit of Oxford Movement: Tractarian Essays (Cambridge, 1990), 
152; Sheridan Gilley, “Oxford Movement,” in The Oxford Companion to Christian Thought: 
Intellectual, Spiritual and Moral Horizons of Christianity, A Hastings, A Mason and H Pypere 
eds. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 505-507; Peter Nockles, The Oxford Movement in 
Context: Anglican High Churchmanship, 1760-1857 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1994), 3-6.

13 Chadwick, The Spirit of the Oxford Movement, 8-10.
14 Martha Vicinus, Independent Women, Work and Community for Single Women 1850-1920 (London: 

Vigaro Press, 1985), 292.
15 Chadwick ed., The Spirit of the Oxford Movement, 506.
16 Chadwick ed., The Spirit of the Oxford Movement, 508-509.
17 Gail Ball, “The Best Kept Secret in the Church: The Religious Life for Women in Australian 

Anglicanism, 1892-1995” (Unpublished Doctoral Thesis, University of Sydney, 2000), 19.
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the Community of the Sisters of the Church in 1870.18 It was not until 1926 that 
the Church of England celebrated the Feast of St. Francis for the first time as a 
means of restoring Franciscan orders in the Anglican Communion.19 

The Society of St. Francis (SSF) is a Franciscan Order established in 1937 in 
the Anglican Church after an amalgamation of a number of Franciscan religious 
communities within the Church of England such as the Community of St. 
Francis (CSF), the Community of St. Clare (CSCl), the Society of the Div+-ine 
Compassion (SDC), the Contemplatives of Blessed Mary at the Cross (CBMC), 
and the Brotherhood of the Holy Cross (BHC).20 Brother Douglas Downes is 
considered the founding father of SSF, although other pioneers had a similar vision 
to establish a Franciscan Order within the Church of England.21 Brother Douglas 
first founded the Brotherhood of St. Francis which was a first order community of 
men and a predecessor of SSF. In 1931-* the first vows of the three founding friars 
were accepted by the Bishop of Salisbury.22 On the other hand, the Third Order of 
the Society of St. Francis was formed on 25 October 1933 when the Fellowship 
of the Way, the organization of which Dorothy Swayne was a member, and the 
Third Order of Christa Prema Seva Sangha, which Fr. Algy Robertson fostered 
from his vicarage at St. Ives, amalgamated.23 Fr. Algy and Dorothy Swayne drew 
up the Principles of the Franciscan Third Order which made it possible to admit 
aspiring members to a novitiate.24 Fr. Algy, himself a First Order friar of the 
Brotherhood of the Love of Christ, was the first Father Guardian of TSSF. He was 
succeeded by a tertiary, Brother Edward, who first became the Guardian and then 
Chaplain of TSSF.25 The new religious order grew rapidly and spread throughout 
the world, leading to the first Inter-Provincial Chapter being held in 1976 which 
adopted the Rule of the Order comprising the Principles, the Constitution and 

18 Francis Laygon, The Day Hours of the Church (London: Longmans Green, 1950), 478.
19 Rosemary Sharpe, “Franciscan Values and Social Contexts,” 235.
20 James Scott, “The Life of Francis of Assisi: Is Franciscanism Relevant Today?” (Unpublished 

Doctoral Thesis, Potchefstroom University for Christian Higher Education, 2002), 55. The First 
Order consists of men (The Society of St. Francis/SSF) and women (The Community of St. Francis/
CSF) who live in community under a Rule fashioned on the traditional vows of poverty, celibacy, 
and obedience. The Second Order consists of women (The Community of St. Clare/CSCl) called to 
live a cloistered life of contemplative prayer, under the same vows. The Third Order of the Society 
of St. Francis (TSSF) is for Anglican tertiaries. 

21 Scott, “The Life of Francis of Assisi: Is Franciscanism Relevant Today?,” 55.
22 Scott, “The Life of Francis of Assisi: Is Franciscanism Relevant Today?,” 63.
23 Rosemary Sharpe, “Franciscan Values and Social Contexts: A Sociological Study of Founders of 

Anglican Franciscan Third Orders 1882-1939” (doctoral thesis, The London School of Economics 
and Political Science, 1993), 246-247.

24 Williams, The Franciscan Revival in the Anglican Communion, 188.
25 Dunstan, This Poor Sort, 72.
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the Form of Profession.26 This, together with some devotional material, made up 
the Manual for all Provinces. The main contribution of the Society of St. Francis 
is in the publication of influential liturgical books namely the 1972, 1981 and 
1992 Daily Office SSF, all of which are used in the Church of England.27 In 
2010, there was the inclusion in Common Worship Daily Prayer of several of 
the Franciscan Offices that had already been published and undergone revisions. 
The Society of St. Francis continues to play a crucial prophetic voice in society 
particularly in areas of social justice and international peace; it is represented at 
the United Nations by Franciscans International. It also has a profound impact in 
the Anglican Communion and plays a leading role in ecological issues advocated 
by Green Anglicans.

The Anglican Franciscan Tertiaries in Africa
In 1975 the African Province Third Order Society of St. Francis (TSSF) in the 
Anglican Communion was introduced and established in South Africa by pioneer 
tertiaries. According to Dunstan, tertiaries are people who take modified vows 
that allow them to live in their own homes and have their own jobs; they may 
also marry and have children; they have a personal rule of life and are linked to 
other tertiaries through regular meetings; in the Franciscan family, the Third Order 
complements both the First Order of celibate friars and sisters and the Second 
Order of contemplative Religious.28 The Third Order of the Society of St. Francis 
was established from a worldwide Franciscan movement within the Anglican 
Communion, which emerged from the aftermath of the First World War, and the 
poverty that ensued.29 It is equivalent to the Roman Catholic tertiaries called the 
Secular Franciscan Order (SFO). There are also Lutheran and other Franciscan 
communities in other church denominations. The Anglican Third Order places 
itself under the patronage of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Saint Francis of Assisi 
and Saint Clare, whose festivals are specially observed.30 The Third Order of the 
Society of St. Francis is made up of men and women over the age of eighteen for 
admission, ordained or lay, married or single, and of various ethnic and educational 

26 Williams, The Franciscan Revival in the Anglican Communion, 191.
27 Society of Saint Francis, The Daily Office SSF (Beccles and London, William Clowes Limited, 

1981); Church of England and Society of Saint Francis, Celebrating Common Prayer: A Version of 
the Daily Office SSF (London, Mowbray, 1992).

28 Dunstan, Anglican Religious Life 2018-19, 197.
29 Dunstan, Anglican Religious Life 2018-19, 170
30 Leon Cristiani SFO, Saint Francis of Assisi (London, Burns & Oates, 1983), 164.
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backgrounds.31 The major challenge for the TSSF is the lack of recruits of younger 
members worldwide, a problem it shares with other religious orders.32 

There are more than three thousand tertiaries worldwide living in five provinces 
namely the Americas, Europe & the UK, Australia & Asia Pacific, New Zealand 
& Aoteoroa, and Africa. There is one Minister General, five Ministers Provincial, 
one Bishop Protector General, and five Bishop Protectors to cover their respective 
provinces. About two-thirds of tertiaries live in Europe. Each province has its own 
Provincial Chapter which is held every three years. An Inter-Provincial Third Order 
Chapter (IPTOC) takes place every six years in different provinces on a rotational 
basis. Each province is divided into regions. The African province is divided into 
the four regions namely, Central (Zimbabwe); Northern (Zambia, Tanzania and 
Uganda); Southern (South Africa and Lesotho); and Western (Ghana). Within 
each region there are local areas where local groups meet monthly. The Southern 
Africa region is made up of seven local areas which are geographical in nature, 
these are Cape Town, Durban, Eastern Cape, Johannesburg, Kokstad, Lesotho 
and the Lowveld.

The profession of new TSSF members takes place at the annual Chapter or, 
on occasion, at the meeting of the local group. The tertiary’s profession vow is 
developed in each one’s individual rule of life, to which they make an annual 
commitment to follow. The profession cross is deemed by the Society as the only 
and sufficient ‘habit’ of the Third Order. There is also no official logo for the 
Third Order. As an acknowledgment of profession in the Third Order, professed 
members can use letters tssf 33 after their names. This also indicates a visible sign 
of their life in communion with the Third Order. When an aspirant is admitted 
to the Third Order they undergo a postulancy of at least six months, using an 
experimental rule of life before they can be accepted to the noviciate which 
takes a minimum of two years, and latterly are professed to the rule of life with 
a lifelong intention.34 The Rule of the Third Order is a way of life, which is not 
simply a long list of useful ascetical practices, rather negative in expression and 
concerned with unworldliness, but more about living in the world and living as 
witnesses.35 The local, or novice counsellor, helps the aspirants and postulants 
draw up a personal rule of life. The purpose of the TSSF is to build a community 

31 Brother Ramon SSF, Franciscan Spirituality: Following St. Francis Today, (London: SPCK 
Publishing), 106.

32 Bibiana Ngundo and Jonathon Wiggins, “Women Religious in Africa,” CARA Special Summer 
Report, (Washington DC: Georgetown University, 2017), 2.

33 tssf in small letters is the traditional or usual way of referencing tertiary Franciscans. 
34 Ramon, Franciscan Spirituality, 106.
35 Ernest Reynolds, ed., The Life of Saint Francis of Assisi, (Herefordshire: Anthony Clarke, 1975), 

110.
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of those who accept Christ as their Lord and Master, and are dedicated to him 
in body and spirit.36 The three aims of the Third Order are service (to make our 
Lord loved and known everywhere), to spread the spirit of love and harmony, 
and self-denial.37 The Anglican Franciscan service is three-fold: personal prayer, 
study and work; these three signs mark the lives of tertiaries. The Anglican 
Franciscan tertiaries choose a spiritual director who journeys with them in a life 
of prayer towards reaching a goal of spiritual maturity.38 Postulants and novices 
write quarterly reports to their counsellors and professed members submit annual 
reports from their rule of life.

The Anglican Third Order has associate members or companions who have 
a devotion to St. Francis but have not taken religious vows. The latter wish to 
associate themselves with the work of TSSF and these include spouses or friends of 
professed members. Each of the five TSSF provinces has different norms regarding 
the Offices used. The Community Obedience is common to all and members are 
encouraged to use this in the context of Morning and Evening Prayer. This may 
be from the Provincial39 Books of Common Prayer, Daily Office of Society of St. 
Francis, or Community of St. Francis Office Book. The Office is not mandatory 
but all tertiaries are encouraged to use the Community Obedience in their daily 
devotions.

The African Province had among its members some of the most outstanding 
Anglicans including Archbishop Emeritus Desmond Tutu and the late Alan Paton. 
In his book Instruments of Thy Peace, Paton notes that every Christian should think 
of themselves as being fit to be God’s instrument, for that is what it means to be a 
Christian. He goes further, emphasizing what the Christian mission is in society, 
and says that some Christians argue ‘that if we would only change men [sic], then 
society would change itself. That there is some truth in this, none of us doubt but 
the full truth is that we must try both to change man [sic] and to change society, 
and that there are some changes in man [sic] that cannot be achieved, without 
some changes in society.’40 The Anglican Church of Southern Africa recognizes 
religious orders and provides members with a forum to discuss religious life and 
they are represented as religious at the Council for Religious Life. The details of 
each religious order are contained in the diocesan directory of some dioceses in 

36 David Bertram, Third Order of the Society of St. Francis (African Province): Daily Obedience with 
Intercession List and Address Book 2018 edition, (Hoedspruit, 2020), Day 3.

37 Bertram, Third Order of the Society of St. Francis (African Province), Day 5 to 12.
38 Ramon, Franciscan Spirituality, 106.
39 The Anglican Communion is an 80 million strong association of 44 regional and national churches 

in 163 countries consisting of 34 provinces, four united churches and six other churches. A single 
country can make up a province of the Anglican Church for instance Kenya; sometimes two or 
more countries make up a province e.g. ACSA.

40 Alan Paton, Instruments of Thy Peace (Fontana, 1968), 24.
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ACSA. However, there is no canon law on the religious life in ACSA, so each 
religious congregation is regulated and governed by its own statutes. 

Results of the Research: Motivations for Joining the Third Order 
of the Society of St. Francis
The results are divided into socio-demographic findings and a discussion on four 
themes.

Socio-demographic results of study population
The socio-demographic profile of research participants reflects their age, gender, 
marital status, nationality, ethnicity, occupation, highest educational level, lay or 
ordained, area group, state of formation, and duration of profession. Among the 
thirteen participants, the median age was sixty-five years (interquartile range (IQR) 
53-83). The gender41 distribution of the participants was as follows: 54% female 
and 46% male. Of all participants, the highest proportion [of participants = 38%] 
were single, 31% married, 31% widowed and none was divorced. With regards to 
nationality, the clear majority of participants (77%) were South African citizens, 
15% were from Lesotho, with the remaining 8% British citizens resident in South 
Africa. The ethnic groupings listed are those generally used in the apartheid 
South African context, namely, Black, White, Coloured and Indian, which serve 
to demonstrate, for the purposes of this article, that the sample was representative 
of professed tertiaries. Research participants mainly came from two of the four 
ethnic groups. Thirty-one percent of participants indicated that they associated 
themselves as belonging to the Black African group and 69% classified themselves 
as belonging to the white group. Forty-six percent of research participants were 
employed and 54% were retired but remained active within the religious order. 
All respondents had attained a tertiary level of education. Most participants 
(69%) taking part in this study were lay faithful and 31% were priests in ACSA. 
The majority of the participants (31%) live in Cape Town; 23% in Durban, and 
fewer participants (13%) were evenly spread between Johannesburg, Lesotho 
and the Lowveld. All participants were professed tertiaries for a varying number 
of years. Of the thirteen subjects, 54% had been professed for more than twenty 
years, whereas 15% were relatively newly professed tertiaries having only been 
members for five to ten years. A further 31% had been tertiaries for a period 
between ten and twenty years. 

41 Gender options were not raised with the participants but for the purposes of this article gender is 
included.
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Presentation and Analysis of Research Results
Four themes emerged from the study. The first examines motivations for tertiaries 
to join the African Province TSSF. The second looks at the most important factors 
that affect their willingness to continue in the Franciscan vocation. The third 
pertains to the extent to which tertiaries are motivated to achieve the object, the 
three aims, three ways and three notes of TSSF. The last but not the least important 
theme focuses on reasons given by a tertiary for leaving the African Province TSSF. 

Theme one: motivations for tertiaries to join the African Province TSSF
The experiences of participants varied based on where they grew up and received 
their early Christian formation. Question one, an open-ended question,42 elicited 
many different answers. Participant 1 stated, ‘No, no. I went to the Training 
College in Grahamstown which was run by the Sisters of the Resurrection and 
it was a very happy time for me.’ Participant three described her exposure to 
religious orders earlier on in life, saying, ‘No, it wasn’t. I met quite a number of 
the Brothers from Mirfield and the Community of the Resurrection when I was at 
university in England – yes, in London. And then I went on retreat to a convent, 
I think it was at Reading – the Sisters of the Community of the Poor. And then 
only later in Zambia did I know about the Franciscans. And it’s because I was 
an Associate of the Sisters of the Poor that I became a Franciscan because my 
parish priest in Luanshya recognized the medal I was wearing and he said, ‘Oh, 
I am also an Associate of the Franciscans and I think it would be good for you’. 

Another participant responded, ‘I knew of others. They are the Society of St. 
John the Divine, the Community of the Precious Blood in Lesotho, the Community 
of the Holy Name in Melmoth …that one there and it is also in Leriba in Lesotho, 
and also the Sisters at Irene – the Community of St. Mary the Virgin, and the Holy 
Capuchins Sisters as well. I was an Associate member of the Society of St. John 
the Divine for many, many years and I was going to join them. 

The participants’ respective responses to the second open-ended question43 
were analysed. Participant 10 said, ‘Yes. Yes. When I was very young, I joined 
the Church on my own because my father and my mother weren’t Church people. 
So, I would go down on my own and I have always wanted to become a nun – that 
was my aim…I have always wanted that as a child to become a nun or become 
part of an Order’. Participant 11 stated, ‘I knew from early on that my life was 
set apart and because it was way back then and I was a woman I knew I couldn’t 

42 Was the TSSF the only religious order you were exposed to in the Anglican Church and did you 
know anything about other religious orders in the Anglican Church before joining TSSF?

43 Did anything in your childhood play a role in your choice to become a Franciscan tertiary in the 
African Province TSSF?
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become a priest…When I was about to leave school, I thought I was called to be 
a nun and there was so much to be but I thought God was calling me to it. And 
only many, many years later that I heard about the Third Order and that made 
sense.’ Perhaps surprisingly, only a few participants said their decision to enter 
religious life was a call from God. Few of them described the call as something 
that came over a long period of time.

The participants’ responses to the third question44 elicited a number of 
responses. By far, most participants (92%) stated that they were the only members 
of their family who were Anglican Franciscans. In fact, twelve of the thirteen 
participants confirmed this. Only one participant said that her family was rabidly 
opposed to her decision to join TSSF. Only one participant listed his wife as 
member of TSSF but he, too, was also not influenced by her to join the African 
Province TSSF. Two participants in this study were encouraged by their parish 
priests to join TSSF.

Theme two: factors that affect the willingness of tertiaries to continue with 
their Franciscan vocation
The second question required the participants to indicate whether or not the 
Franciscan value of poverty or simplicity45 influenced their decision to become 
tertiaries. This question elicited positive responses from ten participants, one of 
whom stated, ‘Yes, we were living in poverty so I thought the decision to become 
a Franciscan would help me to welcome what I am and be satisfied with that 
poverty.’ Another participant said: ‘I have always lived a life of simplicity and 
that makes me to embrace the Franciscanism because it speaks to me. Poverty is 
not something that I can define. In terms of my life, I have always lived a simple 
life; somebody might translate it as poverty. I don’t show off. I have always lived 
a life of poverty because I give a lot to people. I share a lot with people.’ 

A major component of the personal development of tertiaries is spiritual 
growth, which is nurtured by a requirement in the rule of life of having a spiritual 
director. The majority of participants spoke very lovingly of their relationships with 
spiritual directors. The first participant said, ‘I see her very often because she has 
become a friend and she is a contemplative. And I am not a good contemplative 

44 Would you say that your family upbringing motivated you to join the African Province TSSF 
and have your family’s values and beliefs in any way influenced your choice to join the African 
Province TSSF?

45 Living simply is the third aim of the order. The Community Obedience on Day 13 summarises it 
well when it states ‘personal spending is limited to what is necessary for tertiaries’ health and well-
being and that of their dependants…tertiaries are concerned more for the generosity that gives all, 
than for the value of poverty itself. In this way, tertiaries reflect in spirit the acceptance of Jesus’ 
challenge to sell all, give to the poor, and follow him.’
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but I had like to be but I am not. So, I find it very helpful to have somebody who 
is quiet and just listens [it] is helpful to me.” Participant 8 noted, ‘Very much. 
Because I had asked Brother Geoffrey tssf to be my spiritual director and he was 
building up the Harare order at that time and so he persuaded me to join the Third 
Order. There were only two participants who did not have spiritual directors. 

The third question required the participants to indicate areas of their personal 
formation which have deepened their level of participation in TSSF. This question 
was answered by everyone and the results indicate that just over three-quarters of 
participants (77%) felt that the personal rule of life was the single most important 
factor. A further 54% felt that attendance of local area meetings was very important. 
In addition, there were six participants who mentioned that retreats had a positive 
impact, while five participants thought that attendance at Chapter was a crucial 
and significant aspect of formation.

The fourth question required respondents to state their personal experiences 
as to how certain of their obligations as Anglicans has motivated them to pursue 
the Franciscan vocation. The aspects were divided into three categories viz. to say 
the Morning and Evening offices, perform acts of penitence, and participate in the 
Holy Eucharist. An equal number of eight participants chose the item Morning 
& Evening offices and participating in the Eucharist. Participant 13 stated, ‘My 
participation in the Daily Offices, the performance of penitential acts, and daily 
participation in the Eucharist are those aspects which have helped me discern my 
request to Chapter to be released from TSSF.’ Another participant said, ‘Actually, 
the Eucharist has played a very major role because each time I am in the Eucharist 
I feel like going to heaven now.’

Theme three: The extent to which tertiaries are motivated to achieve the 
objectives, aims, ways of service and signs of TSSF
The participants were asked to select whichever aspect of the objectives, aims, 
ways of service and signs of the Anglican Third Order they would consider most 
apt when describing their experiences of the Franciscan vocation that deepen their 
motivation to continue as tertiaries. 

Most of them chose the objectives of TSSF as being critically important. The 
following excerpt is a direct response from Participant 12: ‘I think it’s all three 
but most of all to live your life as most as you can and close to him and to walk 
in his way. And as St. Francis walked in God’s way so…I can’t explain it’s too 
much.’ Another participant stated, ‘Well, the last one has more impact surrendering 
our lives to Jesus and the service to people has really motivated me and keeps me 
going because I think that I give service when I offer my services to the needy 
and it is where I find my spiritual growth enhanced.’ A large proportion (92%) 
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of participants said that the most important aim of the Order that resonated with 
them was living simply. About 77% of the participants said that spreading the 
spirit of love and harmony was an important factor that deepened their Franciscan 
vocation. Over 69% had, however, stated that making the Lord Jesus known and 
loved everywhere was an important aim of the Order. 

When asked about how the ways of service in their individual member’s 
rule of life had motivated them to continue with their vocation in the TSSF, the 
overwhelming majority (92%) said it is personal prayer.46 Most of the participants 
stressed that prayer is essential to their Christian life and to their vocation as 
Franciscans. Participant 5 said, ‘Prayer is the most important one.’ The response 
was repeated by eleven other participants. 

In the questions about the three signs of the Order, the overall consensus 
represented by nine participants (69%) agreed that these motivated them to 
continue with their Franciscan vocation. The following two quotes shed light on 
the positive experiences encountered in this regard. One participant summed this 
up well, ‘Humility. Because out of my humility I am able to love and I enjoy being 
a joyful person and a loving person.’ Participant 8 concurred, ‘And so humility 
yes, I have always agreed to that. And of course love comes straight from the 
message of Jesus. And joy is something that has grown in my life.’

Theme Four: The reasons given by a tertiary for leaving the African 
Province TSSF
The fourth theme looked at the reasons given by tertiaries for leaving the Anglican 
Third Order. Only one participant has left the African Province TSSF but he did 
not leave the ACSA. When asked to state reasons that contributed to his decision 
to leave, this participant stated that his conscience would not allow him to continue 
to participate in a religious order where he was unable to attend local meetings 
due to distance and still consider himself a member. 

Discussion
The African Province TSSF is mainly comprised of retired members who are 
over the age of sixty. It is of utmost significance that only 8% of the participants 
were below the age of fifty. Consequently, TSSF is facing the real possibility of 
becoming extinct unless new vocations are found.47 It is very important to note 

46 Personal prayer refers to reciting the Community Obedience daily or as each day permits using the 
Morning Office as the basis of prayer.

47 Ngundo and Wiggins, “Women Religious in Africa,” 2.
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that there was a fair balance in the sample size on gender representation of the 
membership of TSSF. One of the best documented findings in the literature on 
antecedents of religiosity is that women tend to be more religious than men in 
terms of both beliefs and practices.48 The Anglican Third Order is comprised 
of an equal number of married and widowed members but the majority have 
never been married. The ethnic background finding is important since religious 
motivation research is influenced by, among many things, ethnic identity.49 Thus 
the experiences of the research subjects were shaped by the manner in which 
they were brought up and socialised. The skewed racial demographics and high 
level of education attained by all participants might be misconstrued and make 
the African province TSSF seem like an elitist religious order. It may also pose 
a serious challenge to recruiting new members in a country with a majority of 
uneducated Black African citizens, as well as the highest Gini coefficient ratio 
in the world.50

The findings in this study expand the existing literature on the reasons why 
people join, remain and leave religious orders. The motivation of the participants 
in this study can be understood within the conceptual framework of motivation and 
through the lens of social identity theory and other human motivation theories.51 
By and large, the majority of participants (60-80%) in this study were found 
to have chosen and persevered in religious life in order to fulfil their religious 
vocation. Furthermore, it has become apparent how their association with the 
Anglican Third Order has helped some tertiaries to better fulfil their obligations 
as baptised Anglicans. The motivation for Franciscan vocation was strongly linked 
to tertiaries’ exposure to religious life, family and spiritual support and having a 
sense of calling. This finding confirms the results of Allport and Ross’s study that 
the intrinsically motivated religious individual internalizes religious beliefs and 
lives them.52 The supportive role of significant others such as a parent or friend 
appears to be crucial in the participants’ decision to become Christians. In contrast, 
the study demonstrated that family support is not always required for someone 
to discover their sense of calling to a religious order. Overall, it would appear 

48 Michael Argyle, and Benjamin Beit-Hallahmi, The Social Psychology and Religion, (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975), 80.

49 Aryeh Lazar, and Shlomo Kravetz, “A Motivational Theory Approach to the Relation between 
Religious Experiences and Religious Motives,” The International Journal for the Psychology of 
Religion 15(1), (2005), 63-72.

50 Statistics South Africa. “Midyear Population Estimates,” Statistical Release P0302, (2017), 2.
51 Henri Tajfel, “Social Psychology in Intergroup Relations,” Annual Review of Psychology 33, 

(1985), 1-39.
52 Gordon Allport, & Michael Ross, “Social and Personal Religious Orientations Exist Within Both 

Intrinsic and Extrinsic Religiosity,” Debbie Van Camp, Jamie Barden and Lloyd Sloan. Archive for 
the Psychology of Religion 38(1), (2016), 22-46.
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that family support is not necessary, but is certainly helpful in the discernment 
process of some participants.

The practical ways in which Tertiaries express the Franciscan value of poverty 
or simplicity came out strongly across the interviews and it also depends on 
race. The value of poverty was especially important for Black African tertiaries 
while the value of simplicity was a significant factor for White Franciscans. 
This finding confirms the research results of other studies.53 Spiritual direction 
and formation are core practices in the African Province TSSF. Interestingly, the 
guidance of a spiritual director was commonly cited as the motive for continuing 
with the Franciscan vocation. While spiritual direction is clearly important, the 
absence of able spiritual directors should not be underestimated because some 
tertiaries struggled to find one which resulted in one tertiary leaving the African 
Province TSSF. The finding suggests that there are serious gaps in the area of 
spiritual direction and it should be an area of focus for the African Province TSSF 
leadership. Another challenge that is common in most local areas in the Southern 
Region is the vast distances that tertiaries have to travel to attend area meetings 
which was also cited as a reason for one tertiary leaving TSSF.54 Together, these 
findings support the hypothesis that tertiaries are more intrinsically motivated.

The third theme that emerged from the narratives of all participants reflected 
the fact that what deepens their motivation to continue living the Franciscan 
vocation is different for each participant regarding the objectives, aims, ways of 
service and signs of TSSF. This would be expected given their unique backgrounds, 
experiences and years of profession. However, within the range of their individual 
experiences, many similarities were evident. This theme raises questions about 
how the objectives, three aims, three ways of service and three signs of the African 
Province TSSF deepen tertiaries’ motivation to continue as Franciscans. The large 
majority (10/13, 77%) of tertiaries stated that their personal rule of life was the 
most important motivator to persevere as Franciscans. From the responses of 
this cohort, the principal reasons why tertiaries performed better in their primary 
obligations as Anglicans is that their rule of life requires them to recite the Daily 
Office and to accept the Eucharist as the heart of their prayer.55 Closely linked to 
the rule of life, two other characteristics, that is, living simply and prayer, were of 

53 Sergius Wroblewski, & Madge Karecki, Franciscan Study Guide Series 1: Franciscan Spirituality, 
(Johannesburg, Jeppestown: Franciscan Institute of Southern Africa, 2001b), 1-22; Joe Rozansky, 
“Option for the Poor,” in Instruments of Peace: A Franciscan Resource Book, (Rome, JPIC Office, 
1999), 50-61; Giovanni Iammarrone, “The Renewal of Franciscan Religious Life since Vatican II” 
E Hagman (trans.) Greyfriars Review 9(3), (1995), 331-355.

54 Denis Woodbridge, Franciscan Gold: A History of the Third Order of the Society of St. Francis in 
the Province of Australia, Papua New Guinea and East Asia, (Riverton WA: Third Order of the 
Society of St. Francis in Australian Province, 2009), 69-90.

55 Bertram, Third Order of the Society of St. Francis (African Province), Day 15.
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paramount importance. This makes sense since Franciscan spirituality is closely 
associated with simplicity. 

The three signs of the Order appeared to be of equal importance to all 
participants.56 The participants in the study revealed that the three signs of 
TSSF develop over time. Another finding shows how a lack of some of these 
characteristics were shown to have influenced the decision of one participant 
to leave the Anglican Third Order. However, it is worth noting that the decision 
of this participant to leave the African Province TSSF did not necessarily mean 
abandonment of religious life, but it meant changing to another religious order. This 
finding collaborates with the findings in another research study by Immergut.57 The 
objective of the Africa Province TSSF correlates with the theological motivation 
of redemption, described in terms of the Christian’s mandate to proclaim the Good 
News to all nations and is closely related to the motivational factor of evangelism 
and fulfilling the Great Commission.58 Overall, the results of this study suggest 
that there are many different aspects of the Franciscan way of life and personal 
experiences that contribute to a tertiary’s decision to join, remain or leave the 
Anglican Third Order. 

Conclusions 
Anglican religious orders were revived in the 19th century after they were banned 
during Reformation. The Oxford Movement played a pivotal role in their revival 
within the Anglican Communion. Examining motivating factors for entering, 
persisting or leaving religious orders have long been the interest of previous 
studies. This article focuses on the Third Order of the Society of St. Francis. 
The Anglican Third Order was established in five provinces in the Anglican 
Communion from the early twentieth century. The African Province TSSF was 
formed in 1975 and has had amongst its members some high profile Anglicans. 
The religious order is now found in seven countries in sub-Saharan Africa. This 
study was conducted with some tertiaries who live in five geographical areas in 
South Africa and one in Lesotho. 

The study found that a variety of motivating factors impact the decision 
for tertiaries to join, remain or leave the Anglican Third Order in the Southern 
Region. Among those motivating factors, the rule of life and the value of poverty 

56 Bertram, Third Order of the Society of St. Francis (African Province), Day 21.
57 Ellen Immergut, The Normative Roots of the New Institutionalism: Historical-Institutionalism and 

Comparative Policy Studies, in Benz, A, Seibel, W, (Org.), Beitrage zur theoreentwicklung in der 
Politik und verwaltungswissenschaft, (Baden-Baden: Nomos Verlag, 1996), 25-55.

58 John Garner, ed. Recreation and Sports Ministry: Impacting Postmodern Culture, (Nashville, TN: 
Broadman and Holman Publishers, 2003), 27.
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or simplicity were found to be the most important one. Moreover, the object, 
aims, ways of service and signs of TSSF were also found to be very important 
and unique to this religious order. Other factors that have been documented in 
previous studies, such as hearing an inner voice calling members to religious life, 
were also found in this study. The question of whether tertiaries are intrinsically 
or extrinsically motivated to join, persist or leave TSSF has been answered in this 
study. Based on the findings, and the results from other major research studies, this 
study found that tertiaries in the African Province TSSF are intrinsically motivated 
to join and to remain in the Anglican Third Order. The study showed that there is 
a need for the African Province TSSF leadership to conduct exit interviews with 
members who leave the order. 
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An African Biblical Scholar Explores 
the Broadening of the Biblical Studies 
Landscape1 
Andrew M. Mbuvi

 ABSTRACT

Articulation of an African Biblical Scholarship has been a topic of conversation for about 
three decades now. This article seeks both to evaluate this conversation and make the 
case for broadening of the discipline of biblical studies as a whole. Recognizing that all 
interpretation is premised on the located-ness of the interpreter, it makes the case for an 
African Biblical Scholarship that is at once African and Biblical, without forfeiting its 
implications beyond the African continent.

“ … there should not be such a thing as ‘African Biblical Scholarship’ if this is envisioned 
in terms akin to that produced by western-type training.” ~T. Maluleke (2000)

Introduction
Twenty years ago, the prolific South African scholar Tinyiko Maluleke opined on 
the nature and grounds of the existence of an African Biblical Scholarship quoted 
above.2 Since then a lot has happened in the study of the Bible in Africa and this 
seemed an apt moment to reflect on the state of things so far. Several studies have 
been advanced that have championed one form of African biblical scholarship 
or another.3 As such, against what is considered a pretty narrow description of 

1 This essay is dedicated to the memory of Revd. Dr. John S. Mbiti (1931–2019), a true pioneer and 
African stalwart whose groundbreaking research and writing paved the way for new horizons of African 
biblical scholarship, and whose friendship and warmth helped nurture a whole generation of African 
biblical scholars. Wa musié, koma nesa! (Fellow country man, sleep well!)

2 Tinyiko Maluleke, “The Bible Among Africans: A Missiological Perspective,” in T. Okure ed., To 
Cast First Upon the Earth: Bible and Mission Collaborating in Today’s Multicultural Global Context 
(Pietermaritzburg, SA: Cluster, 2000): 87-112 [94-95].

3 Some recent examples include Mbengu D. Nyiawung, “Contextualising Biblical Exegesis: What is the 
African Biblical Hermeneutic Approach?,” HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 69/1 (2013): 

Andrew M. Mbuvi is lecturer at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro, North 
Carolina. <ammbuvi@uncg.edu>.
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Biblical Studies in the West, several African biblical scholars have propounded 
a broader construction of Biblical Studies in the African context, contending that 
African biblical scholarship need not ape, nor conform to, the narrow scope of 
biblical studies in the West.4 

From these studies, it can be surmised that the African biblical scholar engages 
not only with the academic erudition of all matters biblical, but with the full 
spectrum of human existence and experience that emanates from the life and 
struggles of a postcolonial African – the political, religious, linguistic, economic, 
cultural, etc. Simply put, the African biblical scholar is essentially a post-colonial 
scholar.5 This is because the African biblical scholar primarily engages in a 
‘discourse that foregrounds and theorizes a relationship or set of relationships 
involving domination and subordination.’6

What philosopher Lewis R. Gordon points out is that Africana philosophy is 
neither pre-modern nor post-modern but embodies a way of being that has not 
yet been fully realised (which he labels ‘becoming’), and this can also be said 

Art. #2011, 9 pages. http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/hts.v69i1.2011; Jonathan A. Draper, “African Contextual 
Hermeneutics Readers: Reading Communities, and Their Options between Text and Context,” Religion 
& Theology 22 (2015) 3-15; Andrew M. Mbuvi, “African Biblical Studies: An Introduction to an 
Emerging Discipline,” CBR 15/2 (2017): 149-78; Gerald O. West, “African Biblical Scholarship as 
Post-Colonial, Tri-Polar, and a Site-of-Struggle,” in Tat-Siong Benny Liew, ed., Present and Future 
of Biblical Studies Celebrating 25 Years of Brill’s Biblical Interpretation (Leiden and Boston, Brill, 
2018); Tat-Siong Benny Liew, ed., “Response: : Locating African Biblical Scholarship as Another 
Generation of African Biblical Scholars Takes Up the Work,” in Johanna Stiebert and Musa W. Dube, 
eds., The Bible, Centres and Margins: Dialogues Between Postcolonial African and British Biblical 
Scholars (London and New York: T & T Clark, 2018); Berekiah, O. Olusegun, “African Biblical Studies 
in Retrospect and Prospect: A Reflection on the Practice and Praxis of Biblical Studies in Africa,” 
in J. D. Gwamna, A. O. Dada and Hope Amolo eds., The Present State and the Future of Biblical 
Studies in Africa: Essays in Honour of Samuel O. Abogunrin. (Ibadan, Nigeria: NABIS, 2017): 70-87.

4 T. Maluleke, “Half a Century of African Christian Theologies: Elements of the Emerging Agenda for 
the Twenty-First Century,” JTSA 99 (1997): 4-23; Gerald O. West, “On the Eve of an African Biblical 
Studies: Trajectories and Trends,” JTSA 99 (1997): 99-115. ABS may be considered slightly narrower 
than African Christian Theology (ACT) since ABS presumes a contracted focus on the interpretation 
of the Bible. For example, ACT may include theological reflections (typically referred to as systematic 
or philosophical theology) that otherwise engage in theorising and theologising beyond issues of 
interpretation. 

5 West, “Post-Colonial, Tri-Polar,” 247: “Postcolonial interpretation is not a technique, a ‘method’ to 
be applied to the biblical text. For those us who inhabit a post-colony, post-colonial interpretation is a 
way of life before it is an interpretive tool. Post-colonial interpretation is a way of being (African).” Cf. 
also Musa W. Dube, Andrew M. Mbuvi, and Dora R. Mbuwayesango eds., Postcolonial Perspectives 
in African Biblical Interpretations (Atlanta, GA.: SBL, 2012). Cf. also 

6 Fernando Segovia, “Mapping the Postcolonial Optic in Biblical Criticism: Meaning and Scope,» in 
Stephen D. Moore and Fernando F. Segovia eds., Postcolonial Biblical Criticism: Interdisciplinary 
Intersections (London: Bloomsbury, 2007) 23-78.
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of African Biblical Studies (ABS).7 Gordon’s words are almost an echo of the 
renowned African biblical scholar Prof. J. S. Mbiti’s words who, several decades 
earlier, noted that, ‘Both the local and global forms of Christianity are always in 
the process of formation: they are never static...8 According to Mbiti, in African 
Christianity, it is the Bible that offers the underlying consistency. While that may 
be true, it is the counterpoint of the African reality (cultural, religious, social, 
political, and economic) that provides its African identity. This idea of being in 
the process of becoming captures the dynamism that characterizes the current 
state of African Biblical Studies today. To quote Prof. Mbiti again, he explains 
that Christianity in Africa,

...is a fascinating form of Christianity. In some ways it is very fresh and fragile; in others 
it is dynamic and domineering. In some ways it echoes the experiences of the early 
church; in others it is creatively forging ahead in response to the situations of today. In 
some ways it leans heavily on the religious and cultural background in African peoples; 
in other ways it seeks and finds its legitimation and strength in the Bible. In some ways 
it is deeply African; in others it is committedly ecumenical and universal.9 

In this dynamism, the African biblical scholar can be perceived as a practitioner 
of a form of biblical interpretation that is socially engaged, politically active, 
decidedly non-European, unabashedly liberationist (against oppression in all its 
forms and imperialism more specifically), and for justice, equality and fairness.10 
There is a continual struggle to find a balance between commitment to African 
concerns and relevance in the wider spectrum of biblical studies.

It is for this reason that the African biblical scholar is understood to fit within 
a much broader construction of biblical studies than the title permits in its Western 
rendition.11 While biblical studies in the West is confined largely to scholars trained 
in New Testament or Old Testament studies and their cognate disciplines such as 
ancient Mediterranean cultures, African biblical scholars tend to have much more 
diverse academic backgrounds including systematic and practical theologians (e.g. 

7 Lewis R. Gordon, “Thoughts on Dusserl’s ‘Anti-Cartesian Meditations’,” Human Architecture: 
Journal of the Sociology of Self Knowledge 11/1 (2013): Article 7 http://scholarworks.umb.edu/
humanarchitecture/vol11/iss1/7.

8 John S. Mbiti, Bible and Theology in African Christianity (Nairobi: Oxford University Press, 1986): 
20. 

9 , ix-x.; Mbiti, Bible and Theology., New Testament Eschatology in the African Background: A Study 
of the Encounter between New Testament Theology and African Traditional Concepts (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1971) is arguably the first book length African biblical study published in 
the contemporary advent of scholarly biblical theology in Africa. 

10 Exceptions are mainly Biblical studies in South Africa represented by the New Testament Society 
of Southern Africa (which publishes the Neotestamentica journal) and the Old Testament Society of 
Southern Africa (which published Old Testament Essays journal), which remain predominantly White 
and very much within the confines of Western categorizations of biblical studies.

11 West, “On the Eve,” 110. 
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Desmond Tutu), missiologists (e.g. Nyambura Njoroge), philosophers of religion 
(e.g. J. N. K. Mugambi), ethicists (e.g. Laurenti Magesa), and sociologists (Jean 
Marc Ela). Most African biblical scholars also tend to be ordained clergy with 
one foot rooted in the Church, and therefore are heavily invested in homiletics 
and ecclesial theology. 

Beyond this disciplinary expansiveness and inclusiveness of practitioners of 
African biblical studies, the subject matter itself is also much broader than would 
be encountered in biblical studies in the West. While the latter largely tends to be 
limited to textual, historical and linguistic concerns (reader-response methods may 
be changing this a little bit), grammatical-historical, ancient languages, archeology, 
and philology, the focus in African biblical studies tends to be on matters of 
contemporary human experience rather than simply on the ancient reality of 
the biblical text and its world. 12 As such, the focus of ABS tends to be more on 
addressing current reality and its bearing on the interpreting communities. It is thus 
common to see in ABS a focus on topics including health and well-being (healing 
and sickness, e.g. HIV/AIDS), poverty and the plight of the oppressed (a response 
to economic and political factors resulting in the suffering the community), the 
spirit world (all aspects of life have a spiritual provenance13), life and death 
concerns (death is an ever-present reality, what with poor medical services and 
rampant poverty), ethics (the conflicting role of the missionary and the colonizer 
now replaced by the African politician and the powerful, and sometimes corrupt, 
church leadership), Bible translation into African languages, African identity and 
the Bible, colonial and postcolonial readings of the Bible, war and violence, and 
other matters relevant to the lives of African people.14 

It is therefore not surprising that the agendas of African biblical scholars 
are usually driven by contemporary ecclesial, political, social, ethical and ritual 
concerns that are centered with the common plight of communities in which these 
scholars are engrained and familiar with, or by virtue of their intimate connections.15 
It is partly on these grounds that some African biblical scholars have suggested 

12 Typically, it is communal rather individual concerns that are in focus. Gerald A. Klingbeil, “Cultural 
Criticism and Biblical Hermeneutics: Definition, Origins, Benefits, and Challenges,” Bulleting of 
Biblical Research 15/2 (2005): 261-77. While Klingbeil’s description of Cultural Criticism aligns 
well with the characteristics of African biblical studies, it may still be a bit restrictive.

13 J. S. Mbiti’s now famous one-liner, in the prologue to his book African Religions and Philosophies 
(New York: Praeger, 1969), 1: “The African is notoriously religious!”

14 Cf. Gosnell Yorke and Peter Renju eds., Bible Translation & African Languages (Nairobi: Acton 
Publishers: 2004), and Zablon Nthamburi and Douglas Waruta, “Biblical Hermeneutics in African 
Instituted Churches,” in Hannah W. Kinoti & John M. Waliggo eds., The Bible in African Christianity: 
Essays in Biblical Theology (Nairobi: Acton, 1997): 40. 

15 Fidon R. Mwombeki, “Reading the Bible in Contemporary Africa,” Word & World XXI/2 (2001): 
121-28; Mbuvi, “African Biblical Studies,” 149-78.
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that it would seem better to speak of an African biblical hermeneutics, with a 
wider encompassing scope, rather than African biblical studies.16 This may be 
a reasonable argument! However, when taken in its strict sense, the notion of 
hermeneutics (from a Greek verb hermeneuein meaning ‘to explain, interpret, or 
translate’) may be subsumed in that of biblical studies.17 Either way, in conformity 
with the case that Gerald West and Andrew Mbuvi have already made for ABS, we 
will aim to retain and bolster its use in this paper.18 So the challenge for African 
biblical scholars has been stated as thus: ‘Africa has now to get down to evolving 
a form of Christianity which has genuine roots in its own soil.’19 And, if I could 
stretch the metaphor a little, whilst it may be rooted in the African soil, the reach 
of its branches should be universal and its fruit accessible to the Church universal. 

The African Biblical Scholar, the Bible and Biblical 
Interpretation
While Africa’s interaction with the Bible goes all the way back to biblical tims, 
from Israel in Egypt, Moses’ Cushite wife, Hagar the Egyptian, the Queen of 
Sheba, to the Ethiopian Eunuch; it is the modern ‘reintroduction’ of the Bible on 
the continent with the advent of European missions starting in the 16th century, 
that the Bible has had the greatest impact on the continent.20 Unfortunately, in this 
second phase of the Bible in Africa, it arrived as an imperial tool of oppression and 
colonialism. Yet, against all odds, the embrace of the Bible by Africans managed 
to turn it into an instrument of liberation and creative endeavor. The African has 
made the Bible an African book.21

In a writing that would prove a harbinger of what today we refer to as African 
biblical studies, came the ground breaking work of Francophone African and 
Caribbean Catholic priests published in 1956, titled Des Prêtres Noirs S’interrogent 

16 Cf. Nyiawung, “Contextualising,” 1-9.
17 See Stephen L. Cook “Interpretation and Hermeneutics,” in Oxford Bibliographies Online: DOI:10.1093/

obo/9780195393361-0057, accessible at https://goo.gl/oH9UKE; “African Biblical Studies: Illusions, 
Realities and Challenges,” In die Skriflig 50/1 (2016), a1972. http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/ids.v50i1.1972. 
David T. Adamo, “What is African Biblical Hermeneutics?” Black Theology: An International Journal 
13/1 (2015): 59-72.

18 West, “On the Eve”; Mbuvi, “African Biblical Studies.”
19 Mbiti, Bible and Theology, 7.
20 Cf. Gerald O. West, “Before the Missionaries: The Bible in North Africa,” Missionalia 36 

2/3(2008):242-58.
21 Kwame Bediako, Christianity in Africa: The Renewal of Non-Western Religion (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 

1996). For Bediako, it was already a non-Western book before it became a Western book, and now 
what the African biblical scholar is doing is simply renewing its non-Western heritage.
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(Black Priests Wonder).22 Still in the throes of colonialism, and in direct challenge 
to their European superiors, these young black scholars published a document that 
did not mince words about prioritizing African cultures, languages, philosophies, 
and religions, as authentic starting points for a Christianity that was authentically 
African.23 Embracing the notion of Negritude (black consciousness), this volume 
highlighted several concerns that persist in the reading of the Bible to the present 
day among African scholars. First, the issue of the reader’s identity is foregrounded 
in the self-identification of the writers as noir (black). This was to reclaim racial 
pride amidst denigrating constructs of Africans that prevailed among European 
missionaries. It was not simply a reaction but a recognition and declaration that 
readers’ cultural location has a significant role in the interpretive process. Second, 
is the recognition of African cultural viability in biblical interpretation given the 
cultural affinity of the biblical world to that of the African cultures. Affirming 
the propensity of the African’s cultural reality as sufficient to incorporate the 
biblical text, was vital in affirming the ability of an authentically Africa biblical 
interpretive structure. 

The first time that the phrase African Biblical Studies, to my knowledge, 
seems to appear as a reference to a discipline, seems to be from South African 
biblical scholar Gerald West in a 1991 article.24 However, works by African 
scholars going back more than half a century can be rightly classified as African 
biblical scholarship.25 More recently, scholars such as David T. Adamo, Mbengu 
Nyjawung, Andrew Mbuvi and Berekiah Olusegun, have defended and used 
the title African Biblical Studies to define a form of biblical interpretation that 
is decidedly both biblical and African.26 Writing about three decades ago, West 
made the argument that African Biblical scholarship does not simply involve the 
impact of the Bible on Africa, but rather the impact that Africa and the Bible, have 
on the other.27 This dynamic interaction means that each is shaped, interrogated, 

22 Léonard S. Kinkupu, Gérard Bissainthe and Meinrad Hebga eds., Des Prêtres Noirs S’interrogent 
(Paris: Karthala, 1956).

23 Pierre Diarra, “Des Prêtres Noirs S’interrogent: Colloque pour le 50e Anniversaire du Livre Paru Aux 
Éditions du Cerf en 1956 Réédité Aux Éditions Karthala en 2006,” Histoire et Missions Chrétiennes 
1/1 (2007): 156-60.

24 The Nigerian Association of Biblical Studies (NAIBS) was formed in 1985 and its journal, African 
Journal of Biblical Studies (formerly Nigerian Association of Biblical Studies Journal) has been 
published since 1986. 

25 Nyjawung, “Contextual,” 3.
26 Adamo, “African Biblical Studies”; Nyjawung, “Contextual; Mbuvi, “African Biblical Studies”; 

Olusegun, “African Biblical Studies,”
27 West, “On the Eve,” 102. “An important task awaiting African biblical studies is a comprehensive 

account of the transactions that constitute the history of the encounters between Africa and the Bible.”
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interpreted and judged by the other. The African context shapes the Bible as much 
as the Bible, undeniably, has shaped the African context. 28 

Given the broader spectrum of African biblical interpretation, I would argue 
that the provenance of the modern scholarly iteration of African biblical studies 
is a little over half a century old.29 In this period, different generations of African 
biblical scholars have played key roles in the development of African biblical 
scholarship. Approaches developed can be characterized as reactive, corrective/
restorative, liberative, and innovative/explorative.30 The initial focus was on 
hermeneutical redemption of the African religious background as a legitimate 
and viable starting point for reading the Bible within the African context. This 
was kicked off by works of the African and Afro-Caribbean catholic priests but 
soon found support among Africana Christians of all traditions.31 In the Roman 
Catholic Church tradition, the introduction of Vatican II council XXIII (1962-65) 
promoted a contextualised mass, the incorporation of African forms of worship, 
and the use of local language in place of Latin.32 In essence, it was a process of 
the decolonisation of African Christianity that Des Pretres Noir S’interrogent had 
crystallized less than a decade before.

The Reactive and Corrective Reader
This initial phase of modern African biblical studies was intent on recapturing the 
dignity of African experiences, cultures, languages, and religions, as a legitimate 
conveyor of a positive religious reality that was fully capable of enriching and 
germinating an authentic African Christian reality.33 The works of African 
biblical scholars such as John Mbiti of Kenya, Harry Sawyer of Sierra Leone34, 
G. M. Setiloane of South Africa35, Bolaji Idowu of Nigeria36, gwa Cikala of DR 
Congo37, for example, are driven by this central concern. These African biblical 
scholars were thus involved in the defense of pre-colonial African religions and 

28 Mbiti, Bible and Theology, 26.
29 West, “On the Eve,”115.
30 Mbuvi, “African Biblical Studies,” 149.
31 C. C. Baëta ed., Christianity in Tropical Africa (Oxford: OUP, 1968). 
32 Kanu I. Anthony, “Inculturation and the Christian faith in Africa,” International Journal of Humanities 

and Social Science 2/17 (2012): 236-44.
33 K. Appiah-Kubi and S, Torres eds., African Theology En Route (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1979),
34 Harry Sawyerr, God, Ancestor or Creator: Aspects of Traditional Belief in Ghana, Nigeria and Sierra 

Leone (London: Longman, 1970).
35 G. M. Setiloane, The Image of God Among the Sotho-Tswana (Rotterdam: A. A. Balkema, 1976).
36 B. Idowu, Olodumare: God in Yoruba Belief (New York: Praeger, 1963).
37 M. gwa Cikala, Un visage Africain du Christianisme: L’union Vitale Bantu à L’unité Vitale Ecclesiale 

(Paris: Presence Africaine, 1965).
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realities. It is in this context that the idea that African religions could genuinely 
serve as preparatio evangelica (the foundation for the Christian message) that 
would eventually emerge. In many respects, though an overstatement, this was a 
response to the prejudicial maligning of the African cultures and religious realities 
by European missionary enterprises.38 It was an effort to reclaim the viability of 
the African religious cosmos in religious dialogue that the African biblical scholars 
of this generation sought.

Thus their approaches arose in response to the pervasive European missionary 
and colonial enterprises’ denigration of African religions as heathenish, godless 
and demonic.39 Failure to appreciate African cultural and religious realities meant 
that African converts to Christianity were encouraged to abandon their cultural and 
religious pasts, usually in exchange for embracing Western cultures in the guise 
of Christianity.40 In response, African biblical scholars sought to justify African 
cultural and religious background as a legitimate starting point for doing biblical 
and theological reflection that is germane to the African reality.

The primary nature of these studies is comparative, especially seeking affinities 
between African religions with the Hebrew religion of the Old Testament/Hebrew 
Bible (less so New Testament). Good examples include works by Kwesi Dickson41 
and Samuel Kibicho, which establish a continuity between the Bible and the 
respective African communities of the readers.42 Some biblical scholars from later 
periods still reflect this ongoing trend. See, for example, recent works by Justin 
Ukpong,43 S. O. Fadeji,44 and Andrew M. Mbuvi.45 The largely Roman Catholic 
biblical studies that are typically titled ‘Inculturation’ or ‘Intercultural’, also fall 

38 Mbiti, Bible and Theology, 11-12. European missionaries did not introduce God to Africa, but they 
introduced the Bible and Jesus to communities already completely familiar with the concept of God.

39 John S. Pobee, “Bible Study in Africa: A Passover of Language,” Semeia 73, (1996): 161-79 [164].
40 Jean-Marc Éla, Ma foi d’Africain (Paris: Karthala, 1985): Trans. My Faith as an African (Maryknoll, 

NY: Orbis, 1988).
41 K. A. Dickson, “The Old Testament and African theology,” The Ghana Bulletin of Theology 4/ 4 

(1973): 141-84; idem, “Continuity and Discontinuity between the Old Testament and African Life and 
Thought,” in K. Appia-Kubi and S. Torres eds., African Theology En Route, 95-108; idem, Theology 
in Africa (London: Darton, Longman and Todd and Maryknoll: Orbis, 1984).

42 S. G. Kibicho, “The Continuity of the African Conception of God into and Through Christianity: A 
Kikuyu Case-Study,” in E. W. Fasholé-Luke, Richard Gray, Adrian Hastings, and Godwin Tasie eds., 
Christianity in Independent Africa (London: Rex Collings, 1978): 370-88.

43 J. S. Ukpong, Sacrifice: African and Biblical. A Comparative Study of Ibibio and Levitical Sacrifices 
(Rome: Pontifical Press, 1987).

44 S.O. Fadeji, “Biblical and African Names of God: A Comparison,” Ogbomosho Journal of Theology 
5 (1990): 29-36.

45 Andrew M. Mbuvi, “Cultus in 1 Peter: An African (Kenyan) Appraisal,” in G. L. Green, S. T. Pardue 
and K. K. Yeo, Jesus without Borders: Christology in the Majority World (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2014): 141-61.
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firmly within this hermeneutical realm as they seek to read the Bible through the 
lens of African cultures and lived experiences.46 

This is not to say innovation does not happen at the same time in this phase. 
Perhaps the most creative aspect of African biblical studies to be inspired by this 
period would be the study of Christology.47 The importance of Jesus to African 
Christians is vital in explaining their relationship to Christianity. However, the 
categories that they were handed by the Western missionaries and scholars, failed 
to connect with the African imagination. Jesus was presented pretty much as a 
reflection of the White European missionaries, complete with blond hair and 
blue eyes.48 It was a Jesus in the image of the European, not the Jesus the African 
readers found in the Bible. In this period, African Christology became one of the 
most addressed topics in African biblical studies.49 

The aim of African Christology was to articulate a Christ that would be 
familiar to African Bible readers. One that does not contravene Jesus’ biblical 
portrayal, but also one that is definitely devoid of Eurocentric trappings. An African 
articulation that would embrace a construction of a Jesus more closely attuned to 
African realities, cultures, languages, and religions. The legitimacy of this quest 
is embedded in the Bible itself. It seeks to answer the Christological question 
posed to the disciples by Jesus in Caesarea Philippi on their way to Jerusalem: 
‘Who do you say that I am?’ (Mk 8:29; Matt 16:15:). Jesus had already asked the 
disciples what other people thought about who he was and various answers had 
been promulgated, including ‘John the Baptist’, ‘the prophet Jeremiah’, ‘one of 
the prophets’. The variety of responses indicates the different audiences of Jesus 
had specific ways in which they understood him and his ministry. But Jesus was 
not satisfied with what ‘others’ thought about his identity. For every person or 
community that encounters Jesus directly, the question is personal. At stake was 
the disciples’ own convictions of who Jesus was, and similarly, African scholars 
find justification in promulgating a Christology that asks, ‘Who is Jesus to us, 
(Africans)?’50 

Several different Christological images of Jesus in Africa emerged as a 
result of these efforts. One of the most prolific African scholars in the subject of 

46 J. S. Ukpong, “Rereading the Bible with African Eyes: Inculturation and Hermeneutics,” JTSA 91 
(1995): 3-14; J. S. Ukpong, “The Parable of the Shrewd Manager (Luke 16:1-139): An Essay in 
Inculturation Biblical Hermeneutics,” Semeia 73 (1996): 189-210; Ukachukwu C. Manus, Intercultural 
Hermeneutics in Africa: Methods and Approaches (Nairobi: Acton, 2003); Laurenti Magesa, Anatomy 
of Inculturation: Transforming the Church in Africa (Nairobi: Pauline Publishers, 2004).

47 R. J. Schreiter, ed., The Faces of Jesus in Africa (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1991), 5: Perhaps, “the best-
developed area of theological reflection…” in African biblical interpretation.

48 Musa W. Dube, “Toward a Post-colonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bible,” Semeia (1997): 11-26.
49 Cf. Schreiter, “Faces of Jesus.”
50 John S. Pobee, Toward an African Theology (Nashville: Abingdon 1979).
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Christology is Charles Nyamiti of Kenya, who has sought to conceptualise Jesus 
as an African ancestor with whom Africans can identify.51 Another perspective 
was articulated by New Testament scholar John S. Pobee of Ghana, who probed 
the topic of Christology via a study of violence and martyrdom in Paul’s writings. 
He concluded that the shared experience of persecution between Jesus and 
his followers provides language and imagery that would allow the persecuted 
Church in Africa the means of responding to suffering.52 In Pobee’s portrayal, 
Christ is the martyr par excellence whom the African Church should imitate.53 
For others, Jesus could be articulated in light of cultural figures ranging from the 
community healer to the community leader, or Master Initiator.54 Through these 
hermeneutical constructs, Jesus would be more fully conceptualized and embraced 
in the respective African communities transforming and being transformed by 
the encounter. 

The Liberative and Constructive Reader
With the first phase of decolonizing readings still in progress, a new phase in 
African Biblical studies emerged that responded to the ongoing racially based 
colonial presence, epitomised in South Africa’s apartheid. Liberation and Black 
theology dominated the period that followed with opposition to apartheid forming 
the bulwark of what would emerge as Black Theology. Works by anti-apartheid 
luminaries such as Alan Boesak,55 Desmond Tutu,56 Itumeleng Mosala,57 Canaan 
Banana,58 Takatso Mofokeng,59 just to name a few, are prime examples. Boesak’s 
commentary on the book of Revelation titled Comfort and Protest: The Apocalypse 
from a South African Perspective, written while in solitary confinement for his 

51 C. Nyamiti, Christ as Our Ancestor: Christology from an African Perspective (Gweru, Zimbabwe: 
Mambo Press, 1984).

52 John S. Pobee, Persecution and Martyrdom in the Theology of Paul (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1985).
53 Pobee. Persecution, 106.
54 Schreiter, Faces of Jesus.
55 Allan A. Boesak, “Liberation Theology in South Africa,” in Appiah-Kubi and Torres, eds., African 

Theology En Route, 169-75; Allan A. Boesak, Comfort and Protest: The Apocalypse from a South 
African Perspective (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1987): Allan A. Boesak, Black and Reformed: 
Apartheid, Liberation, and the Calvinist Tradition (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1984).

56 Desmond Tutu, “The Theology of Liberation in Africa,” in Appiah-Kubi and Torres, African Theology 
En Route, 162-68.

57 I. Mosala, Biblical Hermeneutics and Black Theology in South Africa (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1989). 

58 C. Banana, The Gospel According to the Ghetto (Gweru: Mambo Press 1981); C. Banana, “The Case 
for a New Bible,” in “Rewriting” the Bible: The Real Issues: Perspectives from Within Biblical and 
Religious Studies in Zimbabwe, Gweru, Zimbabwe (Gweru, Zimbabwe: Mambo Press, 1993): 17-32.

59 T. Mofokeng, “Black Christians, the Bible and Liberation,” Journal of Black Theology 2 (1988): 34-42.
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fight against apartheid in South Africa, epitomises this liberation reading of the 
Bible. He found his condition in jail as eerily parallel to that of John, the author 
of the biblical apocalypse, drawing inspiration to resist the evil of apartheid in 
his country. 60

Beyond southern Africa, liberationist readings of the Bible gained traction with 
the writings of Cameroonian social activist-priests Jean-Marc Éla and Engelbert 
Mveng. 61 This approach highlights the issues of identity and oppression wrought 
in the name of religion advocating for justice, equality and freedom denied to the 
African population by the White apartheid government. With cross-pollination of 
the Southern American Liberation Theologies and the American Black Theology 
they read the Bible to find justice for the poor and oppressed that countered 
oppressive political systems and leaders. They focused their theological treatises 
on the plight of the marginalized and poor everywhere in Africa, thus broadening 
the liberationist scope from the fight against apartheid to the liberation of the poor 
and marginalized in the rest of the continent, and the world. 

With the liberation readings, the African biblical scholars had pivoted from 
primarily ‘private and personal’ ecclesial confines and concerns to the ‘public’ 
political and ethical spheres. They became animated by systemic injustice that 
persisted even in a postcolonial era. It was a form of evil that demanded a response 
that went beyond a theology of individual sin. African biblical scholars, especially 
those from Southern Africa, deciphered a systemic form of evil that manifested 
itself as a legitimate political system that grounded its own belief system in a form 
of biblical interpretation that justified an oppressive system.62 Political freedom 
had become inextricably bound with divine justice for the Liberation proponents. 
It was divine warfare with an evil system masquerading as a legitimate authority 
over people. This was true in South Africa, Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), and 
Southwest Africa (now Namibia) where White people ruled over the indigenous 
black population, also in other African countries like Cameroon, Zimbabwe, 
Congo, Kenya, and Uganda, where African political leaders had become despots 
of oppressive political systems. 

The Re-Construction Theological Reader 
With the end of apartheid in South Africa in the mid-1990s, the face of liberationist 

60 Boesak, Comfort and Protest, 9.
61 J. M. Éla, “Christianity and Liberation in Africa,” in R. Gibellini ed., Paths of African Theology 

(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1994): 146-53; E. Mveng, “Impoverishment and Liberation: A Theological 
Approach for Africa and the Third World,” in R. Gibellini, Paths, 154-65.

62 Elelwani B. Farisani, “Interpreting the Bible in the Context of Apartheid and Beyond: An African 
Perspective, Studia Hist. Ecc. 40/2 (2014): 207-25.
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angst in African academia needed to pivot in order to remain relevant in a post-
apartheid world. Some biblical scholars felt convinced that the liberationist 
readings now needed to give way to a different form of theological construction. 
These scholars introduced the ‘a theology of reconstruction’ in its place. This 
reconstruction theology was pioneered by philosopher of religion, J. N. K. 
Mugambi63 of Kenya, the works of Villa-Vicencio64 of South Africa, and Kä Mana65 
of DR Congo, among others. With the end of apartheid, and the Cold War, these 
‘reconstructionists’ sought to shift the theological discourse, premised on the 
post-exilic writings of Ezra-Nehemiah as ideal (though, not perfect!) models 
of the way forward in a post-apartheid and post- Cold War Africa. And, while 
most of these reconstructionists focused on the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament 
(e.g. Benin theologian V. Dedji’s work66), the Nigerian New Testament scholar 
Ukachukwu C. Manus has repurposed and applied reconstructionist readings to 
the New Testament. He identified Jesus as the ‘Master Reconstructor,’ envisioning 
the potential of a wider scope that includes the reconstruction of African dignity 
within and outside the continent.67 

Others have also parleyed the potential of reconstruction hermeneutics into 
the political and social arenas in Africa envisioning promising constructions of 
political theology.68 Unfortunately, not many African scholars have gravitated 
toward African reconstruction hermeneutics for different reasons, not the least 
of which are the withering critiques that have been levied at the inconsistency of 
Ezra and Nehemiah as role-models for Africa, since their actions as administrators 
with empire trappings, reflect colonial tendencies in their dealings with those who 
had been left in the land of Palestine (am ha’aretz) during the Babylonian exile.69

63 J. N. K. Mugambi, From Liberation to Reconstruction: African Christian Theology after the Cold 
War (Nairobi: East African Educational Publishers, 1995); J. N. K. Mugambi, The Church and 
Reconstruction of Africa: Theological Considerations (Nairobi: All Africa Conference of Churches, 
1997): J. N. K. Mugambi, Christian Theology & Social Reconstruction (Nairobi: Acton, 2003).

64 Charles Villa-Vicencio, A Theology of Reconstruction: Nation-Building and Human Rights (CSIR: 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992)

65 Kä Mana, Chrétiens et Églises d’Afrique: Penser L’avenir. Le Salut en Jésus-Christ et la Construction 
de la Nouvelle Société Africaine (Yaoundé: CLE et Lomé: HAHO, 1999). Translated: Christians and 
Churches of Africa: Salvation in Christ and Building a New African Society (Maryknoll, NY: 2004).

66 Valentin Dedji, Reconstruction and Renewal in African Christian Theology (Nairobi: Acton, 2003)
67 Manus, Intercultural Hermeneutics, 2-6.
68 M. N. Getui and E. A. Obeng eds., Theology of Reconstruction: Exploratory Essays (Nairobi: Acton, 

1999).
69 E. Farisani, “The Ideologically Biased Use of Ezra-Nehemiah in a Quest for an African Theology of 

Reconstruction,” OTE 15 (2002): 628-46; E. Farisani, ‘The Use of Ezra-Nehemiah in a Quest for an 
African Theology of Reconstruction,” JTSA 116 (2003): 27-50.
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The Gender and Sexuality Issues Reader 
Feminist and Womanist approaches have dominated this reading The primary 
issues have centered on the African Church’s continued preservation of patriarchy 
and a sexist leadership system that reflects continued conformity to European 
colonial tendencies and unjust African social systems.70 This has been cited as one 
of the reasons that African women biblical scholars saw the dire need to carve out 
a niche of their own in theological discourse where their views could be heard.71 
Specifically, in 1989, a Ghanaian theologian Mercy A. Oduyoye, formed the 
Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians (CCAWT) whose theological 
writings culminated in the publication of the ground-breaking book Other Ways 
of Reading: African Women and the Bible.72 CCAWT was an outgrowth of the 
Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT). The CCAWT 
gave impetus to other writings providing theological resources that paid attention 
to African women’s concerns.73 While challenges remain, strides have been made 
by African women scholars, and their contributions to the theological discourse in 
Africa, and the academe at large, stand in stark contrast to the paucity of women 
in leadership in the African Church.74

Teresa Okure, a Nigerian New Testament scholar and an original member 
of the CCAWT, maintains that, just as the issue of Gentile inclusion in the early 
Church received the full attention of the leadership and resulted in a recognition 
of a faulty impositions laid on them (Acts 15; Gal 3:16-18), so too must the issue 
of the role of women in the African church be given attention.75 Okure expands 

70 Mercy A. Oduyoye, Beads and Strands: Reflections of an African Woman on Christianity in Africa,( 
Akropong-Akuapem, Ghana: Clé and Regnum 2002): Mercy .A. Oduyoye and M.R.A. Kanyoro eds., 
The Will to Arise: Women, Tradition and the Church in Africa (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Press, 2006); 
E. Mouton, G. Kapuma, L. Hansen and T. Togom eds., Living with Dignity: African Perspectives on 
Gender Equality (Sun Media, Stellenbosch, South Africa, 2015); H. J. Wood, “Gender Inequality: 
The Problem of Harmful, Patriarchal, Traditional and Cultural Gender Practices in the Church,” HTS 
Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 75/1 (2019) a5177. https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v75i1.5177

71 Nyambura J. Njoroge, “The Missing Voice: African Women doing Theology,” JTSA 99 (1997): 77-83.
72 Musa W. Dube, Other Ways of Reading: African Women and the Bible (Atlanta: SBL, 2001). Prior 

to that, publications made under the aegis of Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians 
(EATWOT included, Oduyoye and Kanyoro, eds., The Will to Arise, and Virginia Fabella and Mercy 
A. Oduyoye eds. With Passion and Compassion: Third World Women Doing Theology (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis, 1988).

73 M. A. Oduyoye, Daughters of Anowa: African Women and Patriarchy (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1995); 
M. A. Oduyoye, Hearing and knowing: Theological Reflections on Christianity in Africa (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis, 1992); idem, Introducing African Women’s Theology (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
2001). 

74 Isabel A. Phiri, “Major Challenges for African Women Theologians in Theological Education (1989-
2008),” Studia Historiae Ecclesiasticae 34/2 (2008): 63-81.

75 T. Okure, “Women in the Bible,” in Fabella and Oduyoye, Passion and Compassion, 47.
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the notion of mission beyond the Johannine texts that mention sending and 
going, and as a result upends the narrow European conceptualisation of mission 
in Africa.76 In her subsequent writings Okure maintains that the African sanctity 
and fullness of life aligns closely with the biblical notion of God as the origin of 
life. 77 She then argues that the Bible must be read with the beginning point being 
the defense of sanctity and fullness of life. This is a ‘life-centered hermeneutic’ 
that she maintains should be foundational to any biblical-theological reflection 
since the Bible itself is about the fullness of life (Jn 10:10) and ‘life holds the 
key to comprehending it’.78 

Musa W. Dube, a New Testament scholar from Botswana, a member of the 
CCAWT and a prolific author, in her Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation of 
the Bible, combines post-colonial and feminist concerns in this pioneering and 
innovative study.79 Dube’s work interrogates the role that race, gender, colonialism, 
and patriarchy have played in the interpretation of the Bible. Dube’s prolific writing 
has also focused attention on the scourge of HIV/AIDS and the need for a Biblical 
response that envisions Jesus’ people-centered mission as a central guideline. 80 
Postcolonial and HIV/AIDS Bible studies in Africa and beyond, owe immense 
gratitude to Dube’s tireless publications and activism.81 

Works by other African women biblical scholars include another prolific 
author and Hebrew Bible/Old Testament scholar and womanist (bosadi) scholar 
Madipoane Masenya Ngw’ana Mphalele, of South African.82 Her readings of 
Wisdom Literature in tandem with African oral literature/story-telling, have taken 
androcentric biblical portrayals and the primacy of patriarchy in the biblical 

76 T. Okure, Johannine Approach to Mission: Contextual Study of John 4: 1-42 (WUNT: Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1987)

77 T. Okure, “First Was the Life, Not the Book,” in T. Okure, ed., To Cast Fire Upon the Earth, 194–201.
78 T. Okure, “First Was the Life, Not the Book,” in T. Okure, ed., To Cast Fire Upon the Earth, 194–201.
79 Musa W. Dube, Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bible (St. Louis: Chalice Press 2000).
80 M. W. Dube, Africa Praying: A Handbook of HIV/AIDS Sensitive Sermons and Liturgy (Geneva: WCC, 

2003); Musa W. Dube, Grant Me Justice: HIV/AIDS and Gender Readings of the Bible (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis and Pietermaritzburg: Cluster, 2004); Musa W. Dube, The HIV and AIDS Bible (Scranton: 
University of Scranton Press, 2006).

81 Lovemore Togarasei, “Musa W. Dube and the Study of the Bible in Africa,” Studia Historiae 
Ecclesiasticae, 34 (2008, Supplement): 55-74.

82 Madipoane Masenya (ngwan’a Mphalele), “African Womanist Hermeneutics: A Suppressed Voice 
from South Africa Speaks,” Journal of Feminist Studies 11: 1995 149-55; Madipoane Masenya 
(ngwan’a Mphalele), How Worthy is the Woman of Worth? Rereading Proverbs 31:10–31 in African 
South Africa (New York: Peter Lang, 2004); Madipoane Masenya (ngwan’a Mphalele), “All from the 
Same Source? Deconstructing a (Male) Anthropocentric Reading of Job (3) through an Eco-Bosadi 
Lens,” JTSA 137 (2010): 46-60; Madipoane Masenya (ngwan’a Mphalele), “Her Appropriation of 
Job’s Lament? Her-Lament of Job 3, from an African Story Telling Perspective,” in Dube, Mbuvi, 
and Mbuwayesango, Postcolonial Perspectives, 283-98.
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text to task.83 These and other members of the Circle have continued to produce 
groundbreaking works that have foregrounded issues of sexuality, feminism, 
womanism, patriarchy, racism and the suppression of the voices of women both 
in African communities and in the biblical texts.

The ‘Ordinary’ Reader
Lastly, another innovative approach in African biblical studies has been the 
works of G. West of South Africa and Justin Ukpong of Nigeria who, following 
earlier proposals by J. S. Mbiti about documenting oral theologies in Africa, 
have developed an approach that has been referred to as ‘Reading the Bible with 
‘Ordinary readers’ ‘.84 This is reading with non-academically trained African 
readers of the Bible who, because of their lack of formal biblical academic 
training, are assumed to produce readings that are unmediated by Western 
academic approaches. Such readings are presumed to reflect an ‘authentic’ African 
reading which can be foundational as creating a foundation of an African biblical 
interpretation.85 It offers a way for scholars to document interpretations of the 
Bible being performed outside of academia, giving voice to distinct perspectives 
that are not mid-wifed by scholars. It is also within this framework that one can 
refer to the role that African indigenous churches (AICs), those originated by 
African individuals and not European missionaries, continue to play.86 Indeed, 
for some African biblical scholars, it is from the AICs that authentic African 
biblical interpretation is likely to emanate.87 Critiques of this approach are wont 
to point out that scholars like West and Ukpong are themselves Western-educated 
conduits of the ‘ordinary’ readings and, therefore, cannot avoid ‘contaminating’ 
these readings by imposing categories or analysis that are typically based on 
agreements or disagreements with dominant Western readings. 

83 Elivered Nasambu-Mulongo, “Bosadi: Madipoane (Ngwana’ Mphahlele) Masenya’s Contribution 
to African Women’s Biblical Hermeneutics,” in Dube, Mbuvi, and Mbuwayesango, Postcolonial 
Perspectives, 43-62.

84 Gerald O. West and Musa W. Dube eds., ’Reading with’: An Exploration of the Interface between 
Critical and Ordinary Readings of the Bible. African Overtures (Atlanta, GA: SBL, 1996); G. O. West 
ed., Reading Other-wise: Socially Engaged Biblical Scholars Reading with Their Local Communities 
(Semeia 62: Atlanta, GA: SBL, 2007). 

85 Lovemore Togarasei, “African Oral Theology: The Case of Shona Christian Songs,” Svensk 
Missionstidskrift 91/1 (2003): 67-80.

86 AIC over the years has been used as an acronym for African Instituted Churches, African Initiated 
Churches, African Indigenous Churches or African Independent Churches.

87 L. Togarasei, “Biblical Studies in Theological Education in Africa: Some Methodological 
Considerations,” in Isabel A. Phiri and Dietrich Werner, eds., Handbook of Theological Education in 
Africa (Regnum, 2013): 466-74.
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 Another aspect of African biblical studies that can be seen to give impetus 
to the phenomenon of ‘ordinary readers’, is Bible translation. Bible translation 
in Africa has come into its own as African scholars have assumed primary roles 
in the translation process.88 Translation of the Bible into African languages, even 
when done by the European translators, has played a crucial role in providing the 
biblical text in the language of the local communities, allowing them interpret it 
in ‘local idiom’ unfiltered by presuppositions or ideas of outsiders.89 However, 
translations done by Europeans have been shown by African biblical scholars to 
have had embedded in them preconceived notions of language, beliefs or meanings 
inconsistent with the local communities’ interpretations.90 So, while the availability 
of the Bible in the vernacular did allow for local theologizing and even aided 
the formation of African Instituted Churches (AICs), the theological and racial 
biases of the European translators seeped into these translations.91 To counteract 
such concerns, new translations of the Bible are being done by African scholars 
who are native speakers of the African languages, and, while also the engagement 
of ‘ordinary readers’ provides fertile ground for African biblical interpretation, 
African biblical scholars are tapping into a way of soliciting direct input from 
non-academic readers.92

African Biblical Scholar and the African Diaspora
Outside of Africa, African biblical studies is usually classified among so-called 
‘minoritised’ approaches in biblical studies. These tend to be identifications that 

88 A.O. Mojola, “Bible Translation in Africa. What Implications Does the New UBS Perspective have for 
Africa? An Overview in the Light of the Emerging New UBS Translation Initiative,” Acta Theologica 
Supplementum 2 (2002): 202-13.

89 L. Sanneh, Translating the Message (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1989).
90 Musa W. Dube, “Consuming a Colonial Cultural Bomb: Translating Badimo into ‘Demons’ in the 

Setswana Bible (Matthew 8.28-34; 15.22; 10.8),” JSNT 21 (1999): 33-59. Lovemore Togarasei, “The 
Shona Bible and the Politics of Bible Translation,” Studies in World Christianity 15 (2009): 51-64; 
Johnson Kĩriakũ Kĩnyua, “The Agĩkũyũ, the Bible and Colonial Constructs: Towards an Ordinary 
African Reader,” (Ph.D. Diss. University of Birmingham, 2010).

91 J. Gathogo and J. K. Kinyua, “Afro-Biblical Hermeneutics in Africa Today,” Churchman 31 (2010): 
251-65.

92 Musimbi R.A. Kanyoro, Introducing Feminist Cultural Hermeneutics: An African Perspective 
(Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 2002) examines how in rural Kenya women read the biblical book of 
Ruth calling into question the ethics of their reading; Musimbi R.A. Kanyoro, “Cultural Hermeneutics: 
An African Contribution,” in Musa W. Dube, ed., Other Ways of Reading: African Women and the Bible 
(Atlanta: SBL, 2001): 101-113. Gerald West runs the Ujamaa Center at Kwa Zulu Natal University, 
South Africa, where reading with “ordinary readers” is the primary focus of Bible Study projects. See 
also West, Reading Other-wise.
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classify a particular form of study in relation to the origins of its practitioners or 
their orientations. For example, African-American, Caribbean, Asian, Latina/o, 
women, queer and LGBT biblical interpretations.93 Such classification reflects the 
bias and prejudice inherent in biblical studies in the West that refuses to recognize 
such studies as strictly with the realm of biblical studies. Instead, the category 
of biblical studies is preserved only for Western approaches that are deemed to 
claim authenticity and objectivity. Therefore, what Euro-American scholars do is 
plain ‘Biblical Studies’, needing no prefix, but what other people do is not pure 
biblical studies and therefore must be prefixed with an identity marker of their 
place of origin or orientation. 

The irony becomes more pronounced when one considers that today, Africa 
and the southern hemisphere represent the largest and fastest-growing Christian 
population in the world. The growth of Christianity in the southern hemisphere 
(Africa, Asia and South America) has meant that the population of Christians living 
in the Southern hemisphere has surpassed that in the North which for centuries has 
been dominated by Europe and America. It is a somewhat ironic, then, to speak 
of ‘minoritised’ groups when these same groups now compose the majority of 
Christians in this shift of the ‘center of gravity’ of Christianity from the North to 
the South. This has been adumbrated by missiologists and theologians like David 
Barrett and Kwame Bediako, and implies major changes in the shape of Christianity 
going forward. Expectations are that the southern hemisphere will increasingly 
shape the discourse of Christianity, including matters of interpretation, though 
we should also note T. Maluleke’s warning about ‘the presumed significance of 
an allegedly massive African Christianity’.94 Ultimately, it is this marginalizing 
tendency propagated within the field of biblical studies that continues to reflect 
the myopic presumptions of continued Western domination of biblical discourse. 
There is a continued denial of the changing landscape by Western biblical studies, 
which still retains a majority of Euro-American/Caucasian membership, even in 
the face of changing global Christian reality. 

The ‘minoritised’ groupings also have shared histories as victims of Western 
imperialist racialized subjugation, oppression and domination. These shared 
histories have helped promulgate a shared ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ vis a vis 
the predominantly White Western approaches to biblical Studies.95 For these 

93 The “minority” status is only relative to the White male majority perspective that makes up biblical 
studies in the West, and views itself as the majority.

94 Tinyiko Maluleke, “What if We are Mistaken About the Bible and Christianity in Africa?,” in J. Ukpong 
et al, Reading the Bible in the Global Village: Cape Town (GPBS 3; Atlanta, GA: SBL, 2002): 151-72 
[156].

95 S. B. Reid, “Endangered Reading: The African-American Scholar Between Text and People,” Cross 
Currents 44/4 (1994/95): 476-88; Alan John Meenan, “Biblical Hermeneutics in an African Context,” 
The Journal of Inductive Biblical Studies 1/2 (2013): 268-273.
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groups, the driving force is a response to European and American imperialism 
that propagated both trans-Atlantic slavery of Africans to the Americas, and 
colonialism on the Africa continent based on racial interpretations of the 
Bible.96 A good example of this is how African Biblical Hermeneutics (ABH) 
and African-American Biblical Hermeneutics (AABH) groups in the Society 
of Biblical Literature had joint sessions that investigated the shared histories, 
methodologies, and concerns with regard to matters of social justice, racism, and 
marginalization. The history of slavery is a central hermeneutical starting point for 
the AABH, much in the same way that colonialism is for the ABH. For AABH, the 
development of the dominant ‘Exodus motif’ and the ‘hermeneutic of suspicion, 
were borne out of the experience of slavery in the Americas.97 For African biblical 
scholars, colonialism provides a similar hermeneutical background. A product 
of these shared sessions was the publication of Africana Bible: Reading Israel’s 
Scriptures from Africa and the African Diaspora, the first complete commentary 
of the Hebrew Bible published by a joint group of African, African American and 
Afro-Caribbean scholars.98

The shared historical experience of the impact of European imperialism also 
witnessed the propagation of issues of race and identity as primary optics for 
reading the Bible. For example, the need to give credibility to the Black Church 
experience in America as a persecuted community led the acclaimed theologian, 
James Cone, to argue that Jesus must be understood as ‘Black’, as opposed to 
the European characterisation of him as a White, blue-eyed Caucasian that is 
more reminiscent of the Nazi Aryan übermensch than a middle Eastern peasant. 
It is not a claim of literal blackness of skin color that Cone makes, but the 
argument of a God who identifies with an oppressed people by becoming one 
of them – incarnation!99 That is why, for African Americans who were lynched 
on trees for merely being Black, Cone is able to compare the Cross of Jesus to 
the lynching tree.100 In juxtaposition to James Cone’s theology, are the works of 
Nigerian Biblical Hebrew scholar David T. Adamo, who has probed the presence 
of Africans in the Bible by critiquing translations of select Hebrew words into 
most European language Bibles which obscure (or eliminate) African identity in 

96 C. H. Felder ed., Stony the Road We Trod: African American Biblical Interpretation (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1991); Randall C. Bailey ed., Yet with a Steady Beat: Contemporary U.S. Afrocentric Biblical 
Interpretation (Semeia 42: Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003).

97 Reid, “Endangered,” 477.
98 H.R. Page Jr. ed., The Africana Bible: Reading Israel’s Scriptures from Africa and the African Diaspora 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2009).
99 J. Cone, Black Theology and Black Power (New York: Harper & Row, 1969): 31-34. “To receive 

God’s revelation is to become black with God by joining God in the work of liberation.”
100 J. Cone, The Cross and the Lynching Tree (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2011).
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the translations.101 Both Cone’s and Adamo’s works critique the inherent racism 
that has, and continues to, characterize biblical studies in the west.102 

Another dimension that has come from this shared background is the study 
referred to as Womanism (the study of texts through the lens of the experiences 
of Black women or women of colour). One of the pioneers of Womanist theology, 
Deloris Williams’ definition of Womanist intent in theological studies, identifies 
four aspects that define the discipline and, mutatis mutandis, fit quite well with 
African Biblical Studies as a whole. 103 According to Williams, Womanist Studies 
have, a) a multi-dialogical intent – that is, they interact with ‘diverse social, 
political, and religious communities concerned about human survival...’, a point 
shared by African biblical studies propagating the outlook for wholeness or 
abundance of life ubuntu; b) characterized by a liturgical intent – that is a relevance 
to ‘thought, worship, and actions of the black church’ which is equivalent to 
African biblical studies’ primary focus on the African context as the starting point; 
c) guided by didactic intent which gives a pedagogical function to the practice 
of theology because, besides correcting European misrepresentations of African 
religious and cultural realities, African biblical studies seek to articulate biblical 
reading fully attuned to the African reality; d) provides reason and validation for 
the Black woman’s experience which forms part of African biblical scholarship 
including the recovery of human dignity, the viability of an African cultural 
and religious past, and therefore is regarded as worthy as authentic African 
interpretation.104 

The African Biblical Scholar Beyond Africa
Fernando Segovia, in Decolonizing Biblical Studies, categorizes biblical studies 
into four expansive categories, each one reflecting distinct elements of discourse: 
i) Traditional Historical interpretation: a broadly conceived, grammatical-critical 
method (Source/Literary Criticism, Form Criticism, Redaction Criticism, 
Composition Criticism), ii) Literary Criticism: a broadly conceived as narrative, 
structuralist, rhetorical, psychological, reader-response, deconstruction criticisms; 
iii) Cultural Criticism: broadly conceived as socio-economic, ideological, 
sociological, anthropological approaches, however, the focus remains the 

101 D. T. Adamo, Africa and Africans in the Old Testament (San Francisco: Christian University Press, 
1998); D. T. Adamo, Africa and Africans in the New Testament (Washington, DC: University Press 
of America, 2006).

102 Mosala, Biblical Hermeneutics.
103 Deloris S. Williams, “Womanist Theology: Black Women’s Voices,” Christianity and Crisis (1987): 

66-70.
104 Williams, “Womanist Theology,” 69.

An African Biblical Scholar Explores the Broadening of the Biblical Studies Landscape



60

extraction of a text’s meaning; iv Cultural Studies: this rejects the notion of a 
neutral and uninterested reader, interrogates both reader and text perspectives 
and ideologies. 105 

 It is in the fourth category of Cultural Criticism that Segovia locates 
post-colonial and liberationist interpretations under whose rubric much of 
what constitutes African biblical hermeneutics can be located. It is driven by 
a postmodernist notion that all reading is a construction, rooted in competing 
modes of discourse that cannot be reduced to a singular dominant narrative; 
and that all readers are socially located, whether acknowledged or not, and that 
acknowledgment of one’s social location is imperative in constructing meaning.106 
Within such a foundation, African biblical studies retain a plurality of approaches 
to the interpretation of the Bible, governed by the post-colonial impulse to give 
voice to the marginalized.107 

As noted above, the African biblical scholar specifically critiques, interprets 
and engages the Bible in light of concerns and interests that derive from individuals 
and communities on the African continent.108 Beyond just a critique of the 
Eurocentric enterprise of biblical studies, ABS has shown innovative readings that 
push Western constraints of the discipline. While some African scholars like Kwesi 
Dickson and Justin Ukpong, have defended the continued need for historical-
critical methods in African biblical studies, others like Tinyiko Maluleke, Gerald 
West, and Andrew Mbuvi, have pushed back with the arguments that the West has 
no right to dictate to African biblical scholars as to what would constitute African 
biblical studies.109 K. Dickson and J. Ukpong insist that in addition to the questions 
of when, where, why, how, ABS should also insist on being upfront about aspects 
of interpretation that address ‘by whom?’ (reader/interpreter), ‘for whom?’ (context 
of reader/interpreter), and ‘from where?’ (geographical and cultural location of 
reader/interpreter). This is what Victor Zinkuratire calls the ‘relevance’ of biblical 
interpretation within the African context.110 Gerald West, however, exposed the 
shortcomings of Ukpong’s methodological stance within the framework of a more 
robust and wide-ranging form of African biblical studies that includes readings 

105 F. Segovia, Decolonizing Biblical Studies: A View from the Margins (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2004): 
7-10.

106 Segovia, Decolonizing, 32-33.
107 Segovia, Decolonizing, 97, “In other words, a text is to be seen as constructing, from a particular 

perspective and underlying social location, a multilayered or multifaceted reality....”
108 Dickson and “Continuity and Discontinuity” 106; Justin S. Ukpong, “Can African Old Testament 

Scholarship Escape the Historical Critical Approach?,” Newsletter on African Old Testament 
Scholarship 7 (1999): 2-5.

109 Ukpong, “Escape?,”; Maluleke, “What if?,”; Gerald O. West, “On the Eve,”; Gerald O. West, “African 
Biblical Scholarship” ; A. M. Mbuvi, “African Biblical Studies.”

110 Victor Zinkuratire, “Method and Relevance in African Biblical Interpretation,” African Christian 
Studies 17/4 (2000): 5-13.
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of non-academic ‘ordinary readers’ of the Bible.111 Nonetheless, West himself 
too refuses to discard Western methodological approaches, and instead advocates 
their use primarily to deconstruct the master’s house with the ‘master’s tools.’112 

In the emergence of ABS, the African biblical scholar has no choice but to 
pay attention to both the world of the text and African reality. This, however, 
does not mean occluding all other cultural realities in an effort to construct an 
authentically African discipline. The danger of parochialism must always be upheld 
in a corrective process that is ABS. History must be kept in perspective. While 
the colonial experience was socially, politically, and religiously undermining 
of African communities, yet, even as Lamin Sanneh has eruditely argued in his 
Translating the Message, the mother-tongue Bible translation projects spearheaded 
by Western missionaries under the aegis of the colonial structure, have become 
foundational for indigenous theologising in African Christianity. 113 

So, in cautiously embracing ABS as a Cultural Criticism approach it pushes 
the need for all approaches to biblical interpretation to acknowledge their located-
ness geographically, theologically, culturally, philosophically and otherwise 
when engaging the biblical text.114 The African biblical scholar who prioritizes 
the African experience in interpretation at the textual level does not sideline this 
to the periphery of Biblical Studies, but demands that all readers acknowledge 
their located reading. Thus, the African biblical scholar does not presume a 
universality of textual reading, but rather the reality that all readings are local, 
and that the plurality of readings brings a greater richness to the understanding 
of the biblical text. 

The acknowledgement and foregrounding of the interpreter’s own located-
ness has a way of deterring the hubris that presumes centrality and objectivity of 
meaning in Western Biblical Studies, which the German hermeneutical philosopher 
H-G. Gadamer calls ‘hermeneutical prejudice.’115 The conquest mentality of the 

111 G. O. West, “Interrogating the Comparative Paradigm in African Biblical Scholarship,” in J. Hans 
de Wit and G. O. West eds., African and European Readers of the Bible in Dialogue: In Quest of a 
Shared Meaning (Leiden: Brill, 2008): 49-55.

112 West, “Interrogating,”52.
113 Sanneh, Translating.
114 Gerald West, “African Biblical Hermeneutics and Bible Translation,” in Jean-Claude Lobe-Mkole 

and Ernst R. Wendland ed., Interacting with Scriptures in Africa (Nairobi, Acton 2005): 292, warns 
that embrace of reader-response methods in the Western world has not necessarily resulted in a space 
for “ordinary readers” of the Bible, in biblical studies.

115 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (2nd. rev. ed; Trans. and rev. by Joel Weinsheimer and 
Donald G. Marshall; London and New York: Continuum, 2004): 512-13. “Even a master of historical 
method is not able to remain completely free from the prejudices of his time, his social environment, 
his national position etc. Is that to be taken for a deficiency? And even if it were, I regard it as a 
philosophical task to reflect as to why this deficiency is never absent whenever something is done. 
In other words, I regard acknowledging what is as the only scholarly way, rather than taking one’s 
point of departure in what should be or might be.” [emphasis added] 
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West is still a significant inclination that drives the gatekeeper attitude which 
desires not only to maintain the status quo, but also to set the agenda for what 
is to be considered ‘authentic’ biblical studies. The African biblical scholar, in 
solidarity with African American readings and liberationist perspectives, must 
stand firm on the need to read the text from the point of view of the vulnerable, 
the underprivileged, the oppressed and the powerless. Reading from a place of 
vulnerability seems to be what the Gospel message is also about (Lk 4: 14-30), 
but it does not guarantee acceptance. 

As Gadamer rightly posits, all scholarly reading must acknowledge what 
is rather than ‘what should’ or ‘might be. For the African, what is, is a history 
of colonialism, slavery, poverty, disease, wars, and political turmoil. But also, 
hospitality, community, joy, song, the living-dead, hope and vitality of life. These 
are aspects that the African biblical scholar has to harness in engaging the Bible. 
At the end of the day, the African biblical scholar must determine what questions, 
concerns and topics of interest to pursue. The scholars and the communities in 
which they live must continue to set the agenda of research and writing without 
making the biblical connection tenuous. It is important that they remain faithful 
in serving the needs of their community and in continuing to make their work 
relevant to the African reality, rooted in engaging with the Bible, while remaining 
aware that there are broader implications of their work beyond the continent. 

As much of Western biblical scholarship has moved away from issues that 
directly relate to faith and praxis and become increasingly focused on matters of 
theory, perhaps it will have to be the African biblical scholar who is to remind it of 
its service to the Church in contrast to a self-serving role in academia. ABS must 
continue to make the case for the relevance and legitimacy of African readings 
of the Bible within the global biblical community, without apology. By forcing 
introspection on biblical studies as a discipline, and a general recognition that 
all readings and interpretations have a located-ness and are contextual, then the 
case for the legitimacy of readings from different parts, and communities, of the 
world would be well grounded and performed on an equal footing.

Conclusion
I believe the role of the African biblical scholar vis-à-vis the discipline of biblical 
studies is a growing and crucial one. The works of African scholars hold a mirror 
to biblical studies as practiced in the West to reflect that the latter’s agenda has 
been dominated by racialized, colonial, and exclusionary interpretive practices 
that have been billed as ‘universal’, only to turn out to be essentially parochial. I 
have argued the case for the expansion of the discipline biblical studies premised 
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on multiple facets of interpretation reflected in African biblical scholarship. I 
have done so by examining the works of African biblical scholars that challenge 
traditional biblical studies boundaries. In so doing, I have elaborated on the various 
approaches to biblical interpretations that African biblical scholars have brought 
to bear on the interpretation of the Bible by constructing different starting points, 
presuppositions, questions and methodology. 

By so doing, I have shown how African biblical scholars call into question 
Eurocentric starting points, presuppositions, questions and methodologies that 
have dominated biblical studies. I have called for the need to broaden the landscape 
of biblical studies beyond Eurocentric approaches that have been shown to be 
racially based, colonialist with marginalizing readings. Inclusion of hitherto 
sidelined readings like ABS to the center rather than continued relegation to 
the margins of the discipline, would allow for a reevaluation, introspection and 
self-critique of biblical studies with an eye to a broadened and more inclusive 
discipline. The power structures that have allowed for hermeneutics that were 
blind to and perpetuated dominating power structures, oppressive readings, and 
race-based constructs of Biblical interpretation need to be acknowledged.
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African Prosperity and the World of 
Evil Spirits 
Marius Nel

 ABSTRACT

The prosperity message is influencing and changing African Pentecostalism. It is 
submitted that the African prosperity message differs from the American version because 
it uses a unique connotation and definition of prosperity and poverty, defined by African 
traditional religion and its enchanted worldview. Prosperity prophets connect directly 
to this way of thinking. In a Pentecostal evaluation of the prosperity gospel and its 
challenges and abuses, it is critical that this should be kept in mind. The key to understand 
the popularity of prosperity theology and the sway it holds over Africans is found in the 
connection between the prosperity message and traditional African values and philosophy.

Introduction
It is argued that a Pentecostal evaluation of the phenomenon of prosperity 
theology, popular among many African Pentecostals, should take note of the 
unique emphasis and connotation of prosperity and poverty in terms of an African 
enchanted worldview and African traditional religion. The contextualization of 
the Pentecostal prosperity message to Africa’s values and worldview has been 
described by several Western observers as syncretistic, but the observation does 
not acknowledge the importance of an indigenous form of the gospel as a necessity 
for reaching the local population or the explanation of Pentecostalism’s popularity 
among Africa’s people for the same reason, because of this contextualization 
of its gospel. Such research is necessary, timely and relevant because of the 
disillusionment of many Pentecostals (and others) for whom the prescribed 
formulas and recipes seemingly bring no relief or help. Some victims of failed 
prosperity promises might even have lost their faith in God. The unique elements of 
Africa’s definitions of prosperity and poverty are described in terms of the prophet-
led churches’ appropriation of it. Before some challenges and abuses connected 
to the definitions and connotation are discussed, in order to comment on it from a 
classical Pentecostal perspective, it is argued that classical Pentecostalism needs 
to keep the contextualization of prosperity theology in mind if it is to respond 
in a sensible manner. The research is done by way of a comparative analysis of 
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relevant literature, with some empirical observations of electronic sermons of 
African prosperity prophets as illustrations of such observations.

Some Relevant Characteristics of the African Prosperity Gospel1

Unique elements of African prosperity 
The African neo-Pentecostal gospel of prosperity is diversified, with each 
different faction preaching a specific emphasis. Quayesi-Amakye suggests, for 
instance, that in the Ghanaian Pentecostal scenario, it is possible to distinguish 
prosperity theologies from classical Pentecostals, Charismatic (or independent) 
ministries and peripheral prophetism, which refer to ministries that originated 
from the 1990s and led to the establishment of prophet-led churches within their 
Charismatic ministries.2 Such differentiation occurs across African Pentecostalism 
in various forms, and each different scenario in a unique way, makes it possible 
to differentiate between various prosperity theologies. Attention is limited in this 
research to prophet-led churches and its version(s) of prosperity theology.

It is submitted that prophet-led churches’ definition of prosperity differs 
essentially from the American gospel of prosperity. While the standard prosperity 
gospel, supported by charismatic ministries, reduces the concept of prosperity 
to the humanistic principles of self-effort and self-achievement, and interprets 
lack and failure as faithlessness and sin, the prophets view the supernatural as 
the ultimate recourse for success and victory, including health and wealth.3 The 
prophets assert that the supernatural can be facilitated through the words of the 
prophet, and prosperity is dependent on obeying the prophetic direction to the 
letter. A ‘prophetic direction’ is defined as the word or counsel the prophets 
give their clients to explain how poverty can be changed into prosperity. In the 
process, the practice of African traditional sangomas or nganga, diviners, fortune 
tellers, shamans, medicine men, rainmakers, sorcerers, magicians, witches, and 
witchdoctors, are perpetuated in a new form.4 The prescribed rituals are not 
mechanical, as in many African churches, but individualized and personalized 
to suit each believer’s unique needs (and financial resources). The purpose of 
such rituals is to assure the worshiper of divine benevolence and they serve as 

1 The article is based on research published in Marius Nel, The Prosperity Gospel in Africa: An African 
Pentecostal Hermeneutical Consideration. (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2000).

2 J. Kwabena Quayesi-Amakye, “Prosperity and Prophecy in African Pentecostalism,” Journal of 
Pentecostal Theology 20 (2011), 294 (291-305). DOI 10.1163/174552511X597161

3 Quayesi-Amakye, “Prosperity and Prophecy,” 295.
4 Elizabeth Mburu, African Hermeneutics. (Bukuru, Nigeria: HippoBooks, 2019), 33.
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supernatural weapons able to destroy the invisible enemies of believers.5 
To accommodate their own emphasis, the prophetic movement developed its 

own jargon that is grounded in the African enchanted worldview. It is important 
to remember that the majority of people in Africa rarely live exclusively in one 
system of thought or culture, and as a result various agencies of authority, such as 
those embodied in Western institutions, religious organizations, and indigenous 
leaders, contribute to a generalized interpretation of reality, as Gregory Deacon and 
Gabrielle Lynch show.6 However, African theology’s personification of evil, with 
evil assuming a human face that requires a prophetic deflation for soteriological 
effects, is still widespread. It implies that to get somewhere in life and to be healthy 
and wealthy requires, inter alia, that one’s physical and spiritual enemies be 
neutralized. These enemies include the devil and evil spirits, among whom may be 
dissatisfied ancestors emadloti, svitebwe or vengeful spirits which destroy cattle, 
and witchcraft, as well as human enemies who threaten the individual’s well-being 
and life for various reasons.7 Misfortunes, accidents and mishaps in this life are 
all explained in causative terms as the work of such external forces which are 
more powerful than the one who suffers from their interference, requiring some 
outside assistance. In traditional African thinking, everything that happens has a 
spiritual cause, as the result of the influence and interference of invisible powers. 
For that reason, Africans cannot help themselves in the face of unemployment, 
infertility, economic inequality or serious illness. They need a means to negotiate 
with the cause of their bad fate, and the culprits are mostly spiritual. 

One implication is that people are not directly responsible for their actions; 
their misfortunes should be understood in spiritual terms. Even people who 
acted in an evil way are not seen as being solely responsible for their actions, 

5 Quayesi-Amakye, “Prosperity and Prophecy,” 296.
6 Gregory Deacon and Gabrielle Lynch, “Allowing Satan in? Moving Toward a Political Economy 

of Neo-Pentecostalism in Kenya,” Journal of Religion in Africa 43 (2013), 111 (108-30). [DOI: 
10.1164/15700666-123412467; accessed 2020-04-22].

7 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), 250. Neo-Pentecostal teachings 
provide a means to respond to, but have also been closely associated with a resurgence of witchcraft 
and devil worship accusations across much of sub-Saharan Africa, according to Jean Comaroff and 
John L. Comaroff, “Occult Economies and the Violence of Abstraction: Notes from the South African 
Postcolony,” American Ethnologist 26 (1999), 279-303. It is agreed that neo-Pentecostalism in Africa 
responds to the enchanted worldview underlying a part of the population’s way of thinking about reality 
(and found also in the New Testament world) but the close association observed by the researchers 
is denied. Neo-Pentecostal prosperity should rather be interpreted in terms of a conjunction of high 
levels of spiritual insecurity, globalization, economic liberalisation, democratisation and raised and 
failed expectations of economic participation in the new democracies, with the possibility of rapid 
enrichment and amassing a fortune by largely invisible methods, pertaining to magic (see Deacon and 
Lynch, “Allowing Satan in?,” 111). 
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because they were acting as the victims of evil powers that envied and abused 
them, as personified in witches and sorcerers. In this way, many Africans do not 
accept responsibility, or hold other persons responsible, for their actions and their 
influence on their circumstances. This includes abuse of alcohol or drugs, violent 
abuse of persons from the opposite sex, and even involvement in crime. They find 
convenient scapegoats to reproach and hold accountable for shortcomings like bad 
habits, laziness, or a lack of initiative. It is evil powers that cause drunkenness, 
social deviance, and abusive behaviour, leaving the guilty persons the opportunity 
to continue with their socially unacceptable and abusive misconduct. No one can 
hold them personally accountable for their behaviour.8 This might also be true in 
the way many Africans view politicians’ misdeeds and corrupt acts, not holding 
them accountable for the damage they are causing to the African economy and 
social fabric. They also keep on voting for political parties paralyzed by endemic 
corruption, captured by some individual opportunists.

The same is true of afflictions, as many sermons, testimonies, and confessions 
explain. It originates, e.g., from jealous family members or selfish colleagues 
who use magic and the ‘witches in the village’ to damage their enemies.9 To find 
relief from the influences of external factors and forces that determine one’s fate 
in life requires the help and intervention of someone who can subvert the evil 
machinations of powers greater than the individual. To explain it in sociological 
terms, one needs help to become immune to other persons’ negative intentions 
and actions, in order to develop a buffered self.10 The prophets as specialists 
in spiritual warfare claim to be able to occupy and engage evil forces such as 
witchcraft, occult, magic, and including systemic oppressions and suppressions.11 
They use a point of contact, a concept familiar from the faith healing ministry, 
consisting of prophylactics and amulets such as blessed water, blessed cloth and 

8 See, e.g., the reference in a sermon by Pastor Chris Oyakhilome that Job was one of the richest people 
living in his day on earth. Satan attacked Job on several fronts but he found there was no way to get 
into his house because he was faithful. Then Satan was given permission to take Job’s possessions and 
valuable assets away. Job made the mistake of blaming God, calling God the cause of his mishaps. In 
the end he found out that the Giver of good gifts never takes any gift away. It was the devil who was 
the thief [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yQppu1NnbuE; accessed 2019-12-27].

9 Birgit Meyer, “Pentecostalism and Neo-Liberal Capitalism: Faith, Prosperity and Vision in African 
Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches,” Journal for the Study of Religion 20 no. 2 (2007), 5-26. [DOI: 
10.4314/jsr.v20i2.4776914; accessed 2020-04-22]. Jean Comaroff and John L. Comaroff, “Millennial 
Capitalism: First Thoughts on a Second Coming,” Public Culture 12 no. 2 (2000). 291-343 state that 
magic is widespread in Africa and it is aimed at making sense of and acting upon the world, especially 
among those who feel themselves disempowered, emasculated, and disadvantaged, although not 
exclusively to them.

10 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007).
11 Abraham Akrong, “African Traditional Religion and Development: Clash of Two Worlds of Discourse 

and Values,” Trinity Journal of Church and Theology 13 no. 3 (2003), 40 (36-50). 
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handkerchiefs, blessed money, clothing worn by the prophet, olive oil, anointing 
oil, vow-making, canes, etc.12 These items are sold by the prophets at profitable 
rates as effective in neutralizing Satanic or demonic attacks in the client’s life, 
resulting in the full-scale commercialization of the gospel.13

The perceived influence of witchcraft and magic in the lives of African 
people also explains the widespread interest in generational curses in African 
Pentecostalism, and in the prosperity movement.14 To illustrate the concept, David 
Oyedepo, preaching about ‘Vital keys to unlocking the supernatural’, teaches that 
one’s faithful stewardship to God is absolutely to one’s own benefit.15 One of the 
benefits is that generational curses can be broken in the lives of ‘spirit people’, 
that is, those who have found the means to access the supernatural.16 He relates 
generational curses to the words in Exodus 20:5–6, which is part of the Decalogue, 
that the Lord will be visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto 
the third and fourth generations of them that hate God, God will be ‘shewing 
mercy unto thousands of them that love’ God, and keep God’s commandments 
(in the exalted language of the King James Authorised Version, preferred by all 
prosperity teachers).17 The preacher quotes Galatians 3:13, that Christ redeemed 
all believers from the curse of the law.18 Jesus cancelled all curses of enemies on 
the lives of believers in his death and resurrection. Believers who have accepted 
Christ are no longer bound by the curse. It is their legal right to be free. When 
they still experience the effect of curses in their lives, it is the illegal interference 

12 Mookgo S. Kgatle, “The Unusual Practices within some Neo-Pentecostal Churches in South Africa: 
Reflections and Recommendations,” HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 73 no. 3 (2017). 
[https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v73i3.4656; accessed 2020-04-16].

13 In the words of Deyi Ayegboyin, “A Rethinking of Prosperity Teaching in the New Pentecostal Churches 
in Nigeria,” Black Theology 4, no. 1 (2006), 78 (70-86). [https://doi.org/10.1558/blth.2006.4.1.70; 
accessed 2020-04-16].

14 See Craig S. Keener, Spirit Hermeneutics: Reading Scripture in Light of Pentecost. (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 2016), 270-71.

15 [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tgq33sCo25U; accessed 2020-01-02]. In a sermon on 16 October 
2018 with the title, “Reversing the irreversible,” Prophet Enoch Adeboye states that God can change 
any curse into a blessing [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=85b-2ED388Q; accessed 2020-01-12]. 
Joshua placed a curse on Jericho, and the curse continued until Elisha went into the past and replaced 
the curse with a blessing.

16 Comaroff and Comaroff, “Millennial Capitalism” calls the public practices of spiritual warfare, 
purification, prayer, and conversion the economies of the occult.

17 A.O. Nwoka, “The Challenge of Nigerian Pentecostal Theology and the Perspicuity of Scripture,” 
Alternative 2 (2005), 167 (164-77) states correctly that for (Nigerian) Pentecostals the KJV is “the 
Bible.” No other translation of the bible is used and Pentecostals encourage their adherents to use the 
KJV exclusively.

18 No consideration is given that the author of the epistle attaches a totally different meaning to the term, 
“the curse of the law,” as shown by the literary context.
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of an enemy, as implied in Matthew 13:27. The gospel is the news that the thief 
has been caught and believers have the right to be free. 

Anything that brings discomfort without interruption is a curse, such as a 
chronic illness, difficulties in relationships, as well as poverty. Christians may 
expect that every diabolical and generational curse should be broken in their lives. 
If that is not the case, they should declare war on the enemy by speaking against it 
in faith which will establish their liberty. However, it is also important to realize 
that when the curse is broken, it should be replaced by a blessing. Believers 
would experience these blessings when they obey and serve God diligently. A 
commitment to serve God always finds blessings in its wake. Those who had 
cursed believers will now be cursed, while those who bless them will be blessed 
in return. And no one will be able to curse them because those whom God has 
blessed will be blessed forever.19 The biblically specified solution, however, is not 
a prominent preacher’s formulaic prayer of deliverance, as is the practice in many 
African churches. It is the intervention of a specialist is needed in overturning the 
negative effects of interference by evil spirits in the lives of believers, which is 
to be found in the prophet, as well as in a turning from the ways of the ancestors 
to obey God’s word.20

A valid question that prosperity theology should answer is: if, as it preaches, 
the curse of sin and Satan was prevailed over completely by the cross of Christ, 
and sin, sickness, and poverty have no hold over believers any more, why do 
believers die at all? If the prophets’ theology argues that believers are not supposed 
to suffer from the effects of the curse anymore, then why was death not finally 
conquered on the cross along with sickness and poverty, with resultant health, 
wealth, and longevity without end?

Prophets encourage their clients to make monetary donations in order to release 
superhuman solutions to their problems.21 In many cases consultations with the 
prophet are charged at specified donations. Then the prophets also sell their unique 

19 In a sermon entitled, “Reversing the irreversible,” Pastor Enoch Adeboye on 16 October 2018 stated 
that God can suspend each and every law established by God if God so wishes. This is then brought into 
direct relation to the audience’s needs. If somebody had displaced anyone in the audience, the pastor 
then prophesied and proclaimed loudly that they would be displaced themselves. If an opportunity of 
the past was lost in the lives of the audience, God would replace it in the course of the sermon. This 
becomes a manipulation of God to provide believers’ needs [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=85b-
2ED388Q; accessed 2020-01-12].

20 Keener, Spirit Hermeneutics, 271.
21 E.g., Prophet Andrew Mutawunashe in a sermon entitled, “Seven things you cannot do without” stated 

that if believers sow a seed, God will glorify them [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TwX6sl0Q3uI; 
accessed 2020-01-12]. What is needed is that they give all they have to God, like Abraham on the 
mountain sacrificing his only son to God. God will glorify such believers who give everything, 
especially all their money, by breaking through new barriers in their lives and provide in new ways 
for all they can dream about.
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brand of prescribed blessed water or anointing oil in numbered bottles. In some 
cases, it is even compulsory that clients buy certain of these products before they 
may consult with the prophet. 

The rituals prescribed by the prophet are often shrouded in mystery and their 
clients are not allowed to discuss them with other people. They are even threatened 
that, if these rituals are disclosed to other people, they will immediately become 
ineffective. The practices at times also represent unconventional injunctions, 
reminding them of the way traditional ways of nganga or sangomas.22 The result is 
that African neo-Pentecostal prophetism successfully contextualizes their version 
of the gospel in terms of African traditional religion.23 The prophet has become 
a current substitute for the traditional African offices of diviners, fortune tellers, 
and witchdoctors.24

Joseph Quayesi-Amakye’s warning is valid, that such a personification of 
evil in Africa tends to invite clients to negate responsibility for the solution to the 
challenges and problems that poverty holds for individuals and in social structures. 
Rather than taking responsibility for their own lives and behaviour, they look for 
solutions exclusively in the supernatural realm. In the prophetic ministry, they 
are made overly dependent on prophetic direction by obediently following the 
prophet’s counsel as a condition for their relief, even if it costs them a lot of money 
they cannot afford. It also deprives them of their own initiative and innovation to 
confront life’s problems and their own defects and deficiencies, head on because 
it is easier to shift the responsibility for the problem onto outside forces, than to 
take responsibility and act proactively.25

African definition of poverty
Traditional Africa was characterized by the importance and significance played 
by the community. In their world, communal effort in daily tasks of life was taken 
for granted. For instance, taking care of the elderly, the frail, those physically 

22 Cox, Fire from heaven, 255.
23 Mwita Akiri, “The Prosperity Gospel: Its Concise Theology, Challenges and Opportunities,” GAFCON: 

Global Anglicans, 25 January 2019. [https://www.gafcon.org/resources/the-prosperity-gospel-its-
concise-theology-challenges-and-opportunities; accessed 2020-04-16].

24 David A. Bledsoe, “Prosperity Theology: Mere Symptom of Graver Problems in Neo-Pentecostalism,” 
Revista Batista Pioneira 3 no. 2 (2014), 304 (301-7) relates it to mediumistic religions, which commonly 
exist in fear-based societies where shamans go through rituals and distribute amulets for avoiding or 
ridding people of a malady and to receive a needed blessing. It is related to animism, that played an 
important role in traditional African thinking, consisting of the belief that personal spiritual beings and 
impersonal spiritual forces have power over human affairs, leading to the necessity that individuals 
should discover what beings and forces are influencing them in order to determine future action and 
to manipulate their powers.

25 Quayesi-Amakye, “Prosperity and Prophecy,” 299.
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and mentally challenged, and the education of children, was a community effort.26 
While Western people work for themselves and their own enrichment in a rather 
selfish manner and spend most of their money on their own needs and desires, work 
and its rewards in Africa were geared toward providing for the larger family unit 
that consists of more than the core of a father, mother and children. Accumulation 
of personal wealth was unheard of in traditional Africa and children were duty 
bound to provide for parents who grew too old to generate an income to live 
from. Children also learned the value of hard work from an early age. When it 
came to work, maintaining good relationships within the work context was more 
important than getting the work done. 

In a biblical worldview, family and community were also very important. 
Families and communities were held together by traditional concerns and values 
that included employment in service of the wider community, with significant 
implications for the education and socialization of children as well.27 

Poverty in Africa was defined in terms of these values. It was not just about a 
lack of finances but it was directly related to other failures and misfortunes. The 
solution to poverty was not primarily in finding a job (which is admittedly at times 
a difficult undertaking in parts of Africa) and generating an income to provide in 
material provisions of a family. Rather, poverty is associated with, and understood, 
in a broader sense, to be any lack in a person’s life that reduces their status and 
deprives them of the enjoyment of social acclamation and respect. This represents 
Africa’s unique connotation and definition of poverty. Poverty removes its victim 
from the community and disqualifies them from attending to other people in the 
community. This is significant only in its influence on the individual’s life. In 
the words of J. Kwabena Quayesi-Amakye, poverty ‘dedefines’ a person’s socio-
economic and political status and identity and leads to a ‘reidentification’ of the 
person in new and depersonalizing social strata.28 The effect is that a poor person 
acquires a new name, a new face, and a new identity in society. They become 
invisible and vulnerable, and are especially prone to be exploited by the rich 
and powerful. In the process, they become defaced, depreciated, depersonalized, 
downgraded, and humiliated, which illustrates the identification of poverty with a 
curse with spiritual consequences and causes. When one understands poverty from 
this perspective, and the unique definition of poverty, the impact and widespread 
popularity of the prosperity message in the African context becomes clear.

The prophetic ministry also describes poverty as a curse and places it in the 
same category as sickness, disease, adversity, and any other experience that 

26 Mburu, African Hermeneutics, 39.
27 Mburu, African Hermeneutics, 39.
28 J. Kwabena Quayesi-Amakye, “Ideas of the Divine and the Human in Ghanaian Pentecostal Songs.” 

(MA diss., Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam, 2008), 33.
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deprives persons of social acclamation and acceptance. It proposes that the only 
solution to the curse lies in deliverance from those evil forces that are responsible 
for the curse and its enactment in the life of an individual, as African thinking 
does also. The power of the curse needs to be broken to realize freedom from 
poverty. African prosperity teachers believe that prosperity is the heritage of all 
believers, and they repeat in sermons that all the faith heroes in the bible were 
fabulously rich, including the patriarchs and Job, kings David and Solomon, and 
various others. Many believers do not enjoy the success and wealth that are their 
right and privilege as Christians because the curse placed on their lives by outside 
forces and persons cause a blockage. The blockage can only be released by an 
anointed man of God, the prophet.29 The solution is to call on the name of Jesus 
with its magical powers. And the only way to unlock the potential of the name 
of Jesus is found in the ministry of the prophet. He alone can channel the power 
to the benefit of the victim of poverty, disease, and other adversities. Without the 
mediation of the anointed one, there is nothing the victim can do. 

However, poverty is also a sin, not only a curse. For instance, David Oyedepo 
interprets 2 Corinthians 8:9 to say that sin brought material poverty while 
atonement restores material blessing, and the Christian that remains in material 
poverty is sinning against redemption. 30 In other words, the prosperity gospel 
involves holistic salvation, which includes forgiveness of sin, healing from all 
forms of sickness, exorcism, deliverance from poverty, and safekeeping from 
adversities for all believers and all time.

In using such a theological view of poverty, prosperity preachers do not address 
the diversified causes of poverty in Africa effectively. They offer their paying 
clients the hope of liberation from what endangers their existence without giving 
due recognition to the fact that some forms of suffering are due to self-inflicted 
causes because of one’s deliberate breach of God’s laws. Another cause of poverty 
can be ascribed to political and economic policies drawn up by elected politicians 
who in some cases abuse the political system corruptly to enrich themselves. 
Believers should rather be encouraged to hold them accountable. Sometimes 
poverty is also inflicted by individuals on their fellow human beings.31

On the other hand, in African philosophy, prosperity is understood as the 
reversal of any lack in a person’s life that reduces their status and deprives them 

29 Paul Gifford, “Persistence and Change in Contemporary African Religion,” Social Compass 51 no. 
2 (2004), 172 (169-76). [https://doi.org/10.1177/0037768604043004; accessed 2020-04-16]. Most 
African prophets are male, although there are a few exceptions.

30 Quoted in George O. Folarin, “Contemporary State of the Prosperity Gospel in Nigeria,” Asia Journal 
of Theology 21 no. 1 (2007), 81 (69-95).

31 See, e.g., Laurenti Magasa, “Christ the Liberator in Africa Today,” in Faces of Jesus in Africa, edited 
by Robert J. Shreiter. (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1997), 151-63. 
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of the enjoyment of social acclamation and respect, which has more to do with 
inner peace, social harmony, healing, health, liberation from evil spirits, witchcraft, 
and demons, than about getting rich in a material way.32 This is a value that 
Westernised people need to reconsider, to place wealth in its proper perspective. 
Most Africans have not sold their souls (yet) to Western materialism; on the 
contrary, the majority of Africans experience increasing poverty as national debts 
spiral out of control, inhibiting foreign investment and development opportunities. 
However, at the same time, the influence and sway of the new elite middle-
class which characterises the fruits of the African democratization process, and 
represents primarily the benefactors of Africa’s vast resource deposits, economic 
liberalization, and corruption, is a factor that should be kept in mind. They have 
become the models that, especially young Africans, desire to emulate.33 This is 
also an important element of the context for the popularity of the teachings of 
prosperity theology among urban people in the African context.

Some Abuses: Overselling the Miraculous in Africa
The most visible characteristic of Pentecostalism since its inception at the 
beginning of the twentieth century is its emphasis on the availability of direct 
contact with the supernatural. This is illustrated in the form of miraculous ‘signs 
and wonders’, such as healings, glossolalia and its interpretation, deliverance from 
evil spirits, and direct guidance from God in the form of prophecy. Its emphasis 
on the miraculous and the expectation of divine intervention in the daily affairs of 
believers, is at the same time mainly responsible for the growth of the movement 
in the global south.34

The emphasis on the miraculous and supernatural leads to a product cycle that 
starts with a charismatic leader with the ability to produce and facilitate miraculous 
signs and wonders. He realises a support base of followers that, with him, 
breaks away from the constraints of traditionally organised and institutionalised 
denominational congregations. The new movement experiences rapid growth 
due to the attraction of the leader’s experimentation with direct contact with 
miraculous power and the facilitation of miraculous phenomena. His wonders and 
signs provide the needs of followers. The movement is scoffed at and loathed by 
established churches, and that serves as proof to its followers of their unique divine 

32 Ogbu U. Kalu, African Pentecostalism: An Introduction. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008).
33 Deacon and Lynch, “Allowing Satan in?,” 110.
34 This growth has been recorded in various studies. For instance, in 1900 16.7 percent of Christians 

lived in the global south, by 2010 it was 63.2 percent, and by 2025 it is estimated that it will be nearly 
70 percent (see Keener, Spirit Hermeneutics, 82-3 for some references).
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revelation that threatens conventional Christianity marked by its dead formalism.35 
In time, the new movement is exposed to the controversy and criticism it has 
generated, by way of routinising and regulating their practices of the miraculous. 
They acquire respectability and acceptance from the establishment by losing the 
edge of their experimentation. The next step is when new charismatic leaders 
emerge who repeat the cycle to create a new movement.36

A striking characteristic of the African prophetic movement is that it apparently 
successfully escapes this cycle by its continuous experimentation with the 
supernatural. Because of a lack of accountability to any form of supervision, and 
its view of prophetic leadership in an absolute sense, prophets escape the necessary 
routinisation that characterises the emergence of new religious movements. 
Unfortunately, its lack of accountability also includes the way prophets manage 
the organizations’ finances and other business. In many cases they abuse their 
supposed direct connection with the divine to manage their organisations without 
necessarily consulting anyone or reporting to any governing body. 

At times their over-ambitious and ‘overreaching’ prophecies, not only in 
terms of individuals’ lives but of world events as well, create expectations that 
are impossible to achieve.37 They are guilty of overselling the miraculous. Some 
prophecies, for instance, predicted the transfer of the wealth of the nations to 
Christian believers, resulting in massive numbers of new converts. Some predicted 
the rise of ‘kingdom-minded’, socially conservative, ‘born-again’, Spirit-filled 
Christian believers to top positions in government, education, media, arts, 
entertainment, and business, followed by the imminent return of Jesus Christ to 
the earth to rule the world in conjunction with believers.

Another challenge presented by the prophetic movement is the sensationalised 
(ab)use of testimonies in worship services and publications. Prophets use 
the testimonies of those who claim to have received unheard of wealth or 
healing after they applied the principles of the prosperity message of faith and 
positive confession, as they were taught in consultation with the prophet. These 
testimonies are then publicised widely in both print and electronic media. The 
aim of such testimonies is to build the faith of listeners and to trust God for their 
own miracle. However, Paul Gifford finds in his research the disquieting fact 
that only a small fraction of testimonies, perhaps ten percent, refers to moral 

35 Cox, Fire from Heaven, 75. Only the fundamentalist evangelicals’ war against the Pentecostals was 
more comprehensive than those of the rest of mainline Protestant churches.

36 See Brad Christerson and Richard Flory, The Rise of Network Christianity: How Independent Leaders 
are Changing the Religious Landscape. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 125-26.

37 During the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, e.g., various prophets made ‘authoritative’ statements about the 
pandemic and its causes as well as governments’ perceived ignorance of its spiritual causes, demonstrated 
in their respective health policies. Prophets provided advice to believers about their involvement in 
prevention of the disease, and several were arrested for spreading fake and false information.
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reform, deliverance from laziness, or abuse of alcohol or drugs, while the rest 
of the testimonies concentrate on material gains.38 The prophetic movement has 
become materialistic, focusing on the acquisition of finances, a job, promotion at 
work, travel opportunities, the restoration of relationships in marriages, and the 
acquisition of children, at the cost of what was important to Jesus.

The problem with ‘overselling’ a product is that it always creates a percentage of 
disillusioned customers that over time might convince others of the improbability 
of the verity of leaders’ claims. They then leave for other religious organisations 
with more modest claims, or even abandon religion altogether. The movement may 
in the meantime still show signs of growth which can be ascribed to its ability to 
reach new markets with its oversold claims of supernatural intervention. However, 
the damage caused to the faith of many individual Christians calls the African 
Pentecostal movement to react to the challenges presented by African prosperity 
theology. It should emphasise that it is possible that prosperity gurus’ financial 
recipes and formulas may destroy the faith of disillusioned disciples, whilst the 
gurus are spending their customers’ hard-earned money in a lavish manner.

The promise that sowing money will consistently result in harvesting financial 
blessings creates a hype, with people responding by giving generously and 
sacrificially, at times spending all their money on contributions to the organisation 
and its leaders. Even the businesses employing believers are supposed to be blessed 
due to the believers’ involvement, and they are encouraged to show their gratitude 
by contributing to implied prophets’ ministries. When believers realise that ‘God 
is not showing up’ and doing what the leader promised, their disappointment leads 
to widespread disillusionment as perceived by a Ugandan bishop and reported at 
the Anglican Conference of Bishops in Jerusalem in 2018.39

While is it true that some people eventually tire of the hype that is generated 
at conferences around the miraculous and money, a majority of people (and their 
prophets) keep the excitement going by bouncing from one conference to the 
next. Although the prosperity message is not financially viable and sustainable, 
it is clearly emotionally viable, even over longer periods.

Ecological Concerns
It goes without saying that ecological concerns have become critical in terms of 
the current crises that the world faces due to climate change. Prosperity theology 

38 Gifford, “Persistence and Change,” 173.
39 Stoyan Zaimov, “Evangelical Pastor Accused of Running Slave Labor: ‘It Was Hell, Not Paradise,’ 

Says Former Worker,” The Christian Post (16 April 2018). [https://www.christianpost.com/news/
evangelical-pastor-accused-of-running-slave-labor-it-was-hell-not-paradise-says-former-worker.html; 
accessed 2020-04-16].
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needs to answer the question of the sustainability of its message of extreme wealth-
seeking in light of the finite nature of the earth’s resources. Africa is faced with 
unique ecological challenges due to the dire financial straits a large part of the 
continent finds itself in. For instance, Bennie-Willie Golo of Ghana, mentions 
that most African countries are unable to recycle their own solid waste, leaving 
it to be absorbed into the environment, rivers and groundwater, and is causing 
an environmental catastrophe.40 Many African cities are scarred by mountains 
of heaped garbage, in many instances forming the context within which poor 
people live and work, and causing hazardous living conditions and irreversible 
environmental damage. The continent faces countless ecological challenges with 
a theology that influences large groups of Africans to chase affluent consumption 
which, as demonstrated in Western countries, contribute to environmental 
unsustainability. 

Three factors within the African prosperity movement are causes for concern: 
its message of unqualified consumerism; the lavish lifestyles of its leaders, 
consisting of profligate acquisitiveness, consumption, and extravagance that 
are held up as models for their adherents; and its holistic salvation theology that 
asserts that poverty, inter alia, is caused exclusively by the operation of evil and 
evil spirits functioning in this-worldly structures.41 

Africa’s colonial history demonstrates that affluence and consumerism reduce 
the earth to a warehouse of natural resources and raw materials without considering 
the longer-term effects of an over-utilisation of such resources, as demonstrated 
by colonial rape of the continent. At the same time, a theology that negates the 
existence of systemic poverty and suffering due to human interventions and 
ascribes it to the permeation of the natural world by evil forces that are always 
at war with the redeemed (discussed above), leads to a ‘neo-Puritan flight-from-
the-earth’ attitude.42 It represents a contradictory attitude. On the one hand, as 

40 Ben-Willie K. Golo, “Africa’s Poverty and Its Neo-Pentecostal ‘Liberators:’ An Ecotheological 
Assessment of Africa’s Prosperity Gospellers,” Pneuma 35 (2013), 376 (366-84). [DOI: 
10.1163/15700747-1234166; accessed 2020-04-22].

41 In contrast, several African indigenous churches emphasize the extent and influence of the sin of uroyi 
among Christians, understood in the past as the practice of placating evil spirits and demons which 
are seen in African traditional religion as the sources of illness, bad luck and family discord, but 
reinterpreted as offences against the ‘Earth-keeping Spirit’ which refers to the Holy Spirit. It includes 
any activities that lead to soil erosion, fouling of the water supply, and chopping down of trees without 
replacing them, leading to the loss of arable land and woodlands. This spirituality positively mixes 
ancient African religious sensibilities with modern environmental awareness (Cox, Fire from Heaven, 
245). With their theology that locates human life within the web of nature, and views violations of 
the natural order the domain of the Earth-keeping Spirit as a serious sin, it forms a vanguard contra 
Western traditional theology that separates humankind from nature and grants them ‘dominion’ over 
beasts and plants (Cox, Fire from Heaven, 258).

42 In the words of Golo, “Africa’s Poverty,” 377.
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in Golo’s argument, it is neo-Puritan because its flight from the world is not a 
complete retreat into holy enclaves or monasteries, as happened through the 
centuries. On the other hand, it agrees with the Puritans’ refusal to show concern 
for the health and well-being of creation. At the same time, however, its interest in 
material goods and resources provided by the natural world, desacralises creation, 
denying the interests of the Earth-keeping Spirit, so important in African thinking. 
Their theology asserts that the mandate given to believers to exert dominion over 
creation, lost during the Fall, has become a right and privilege earned and re-
established on the cross of Golgotha. While they engage the enemy with its curse 
of poverty in spiritual warfare, they harness their ‘divinely bequeathed’ goods 
and resources that the enemy ‘illegitimately withheld from them’. At base is a 
superficial and simplistic dominion theology in which Genesis 1:26–8 features 
as a divine mantra for living beyond the limits that nature and other aspects of 
creation impose on humankind.43

Conclusion
African prosperity has a unique focus and emphasis that differ in several respects 
from that used in the Western (especially North American) prosperity message. 
It is argued that the African prosperity message is not comprehensible if the key 
to African thought about poverty and prosperity is not understood. Poverty has a 
unique African connotation and definition, associated with any lack in a person’s 
life that reduces their status in life and deprives them of the enjoyment of social 
acclamation and respect. This is the result of the philosophy underlying African 
traditional religion and an African worldview. African prosperity prophets adopted 
this definition, leading to critical differences with the American version of the 
prosperity gospel, allowing a contextualization of prosperity theology in the 
African world that contributes to its success in reaching large groups of Africans. 
In Africa, prosperity and poverty are related to an enchanted worldview where evil 
spirits and angry ancestors cause the curse of poverty, illness and other adversities. 
To understand African prosperity theology and its challenges and abuses, its 
definition and connotation of prosperity should be kept in mind.

43 Golo, “Africa’s Poverty,” 377, fn. 46.
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Pastoral Leadership in the Congregations of 
the Dutch Reformed Church in Africa (DRCA), 
Free State: Challenges and Opportunities
Dr Khamadi Joseph Pali1

 ABSTRACT

In the DRCA FS, pastoral leadership is the dominant leadership framework favoured 
over other leadership frameworks. It was found that, unlike other leadership frameworks, 
the majority of pastoral leader ministers in the congregations of the DRCA FS failed 
to empower their congregation members to be better leaders and these ministers were 
described as domineering, poor in relationships, and resistant to change. This kind of 
leadership adversely affected the relationship amongst those in leadership and members 
of the congregations. This article aims to analyse the understanding and role of pastoral 
leadership as practised in the congregations of the DRCA FS. The article intends to 
analyse the extent to which pastoral leadership influences contemporary ministry in the 
congregations of the DRCA FS. 

Introduction
The bible does not give an exact definition of what pastoral leadership is, but 
it demonstrates it as being and function. However, Smith describes pastoral 
leadership as active co-responsibility with Christ for inciting, sustaining, and 
guarding the church’s life as a community.2 Reni mentions that pastoral leadership 
is the spiritual oversight and influence of a pastor over a congregation of believers.3 
The above definitions clearly show that pastoral leadership carries a sense of 
sharing the responsibilities of leadership, exercising oversight, and influencing 
those under it.

1 This article is written with the support of a NRF-FRF sabbatical post-doctoral grant (reference: 
NFSG170904261632, grant no.: 112203).

2 Smith, Martin L, “Pastoral Leadership Today,” Sewanee Theological Review 41, no. 4 (1998), 335-
346. Reni, Joseph A., “Rethinking the Antinomy between Congregational Autonomy and Pastoral 
Leadership among Baptist People,” BTSK Insight 8 (2011), 21-42.

3 Reni, “Rethinking the Antinomy,” 30.
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For many years leadership within congregations was modelled on, and named 
after a ‘pastor4’ metaphor. For example, through the ages many congregations 
appointed elders who were responsible for the ministry of the word. This involved 
mainly preaching, teaching, and offering words of communal and personal counsel 
to members of their congregations.5 The elders responsible for the ministry of 
the word were called pastors, whose main duty was to lead willingly, eagerly, 
and humbly (1 Peter 5:2-4), and nurture those under their care towards spiritual 
maturity and fruitfulness in Christ.6 The purpose of this spiritual maturity and 
fruitfulness in Christ, was to enable those under their leadership to develop from 
being mere sheep in the flock, to shepherds of other sheep. For this reason, pastoral 
leadership is effective leadership, recommended for other sectors of society due 
to its commitment to empower others towards effective leadership through well-
being, relationships and the development of others.7

Despite all the potential benefits of pastoral leadership, its many challenges (to 
be discussed later) have led contemporary studies to review some flawed practices 
of exercising pastoral leadership. This study aims to analyse the understanding 
and role of pastoral leadership as practised in the congregations of the DRCA 
FS8, as well as the extent to which pastoral leadership influences contemporary 
ministry in these congregations. The purpose of this study is that, according to 
my empirical research, pastoral leadership is mentioned as a dominant leadership 
framework of ministers in congregations of the DRCA FS.9 However, compared 
to transformational, servant and charismatic leadership, the vast majority of the 
ministers who adhere to pastoral leadership fail to empower their congregants to 
be better leaders. In fact, some of these ministers were described as domineering, 
poor at relationships, and resistant to change. In light of the above, it is hoped 
that this study will help some ministers in the congregations of the DRCA FS, 
and those in similar situations, realise their weaknesses as pastoral leaders and 
review their approach to pastoral leadership.

4 The Latin word ‘pastor’ is translated as ‘shepherd’ in English (Resane 2014:2).
5 Beeley, Christopher A, “Theology and Pastoral Leadership,” Anglican Theological Review 91, no. 1 

(2009), 11-30.
6 Deuel,David C. “The Pastor’s Compassion,” 218, 219. Charles, H.B. (Jr), “Foreword,” in The Pastor’s 

Ministry. Biblical Priorities for Faithful Shepherds, edited by B. Croft (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2015), 11.

7 Butler, Martin and Robert D. Herman,, “Effective Ministerial Leadership,” Non-Profit Management 
& Leadership 9, no. 3 (1999), 229-239.

8 In Afrikaans is known as “Die Nederduitse Gerevormeerde Kerk in Afrika, Vrystaat.”
9 Pali, Khamadi J, Leadership and Transformation in the African Church: A Practical Theological 

Study of one Denomination. A joint D.Phil. thesis, University of the Free State, Bloemfontein & Vrije 
Universiteit, Amsterdam, 2016, 113.
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The next discussion begins with a biblical and literature understanding of 
pastoral leadership in terms of its meaning, function, and challenges. This is 
followed by a discussion of the situation of the DRCA FS, with a special focus on 
the empirical data on the challenges and function of the pastoral leader/minister 
in the congregations.

Biblical Patterns of Usage of the ‘Shepherd’ Metaphor
The bible has various ways of using the ‘shepherd’ metaphor. It is used to refer 
to herders of a flock of sheep (Genesis 46:32; Luke 2:8) who are responsible for 
the well-being of the flock by feeding, protecting and leading it to green pastures. 
Herding the flock was not a noble, but rather a loathsome and abhorrent occupation 
among some Middle Eastern nations such as the Egyptians (Genesis 46:34). 
According to Kinnison and Croteau the Jews, in particular, treated shepherds 
as social outcasts due to their poor education, poverty, and rustic culture, and as 
religious outcasts due to the dirty and smelly flock that made them ceremonially 
unclean.10 The bible symbolically uses the ‘shepherd’ metaphor to refer to human 
leadership such as monarchical leaders (2 Samuel 5:2), national leaders (Ezekiel 
34:1; Jeremiah 23:1), and church leaders such as pastors (Ephesians 4:11) and 
elders (1 Peter 5:1-3). It is also used to refer to Yahweh as Israel’s shepherd (Isaiah 
40:11), to demonstrate Yahweh’s leadership, care and relationship to Israel (Psalm 
95:5-6), to refer to Christ as the chief shepherd (Hebrews 13:20; 1 Peter 5:4), 
and the Good Shepherd (John 10:11) who saves his sheep. From John 21:15-17, 
we learn that in human terms, leadership does not mean ownership of the flock, 
but that leadership is a delegated responsibility to take care of the flock together 
with Christ (Matthew 28:20; Acts 2:4).

Functions of the pastoral leader
Gunter argues that the ‘shepherd leader’ metaphor can help us understand the 
proper functions of pastoral leadership.11 If rightly understood, it can be a useful 
framework for future leadership to emulate, and a standard used to evaluate the 
practices of pastoral leadership in various global church contexts (Jeremiah 23; 
Ezekiel 34). According to Resane, there are three main functions of pastoral 
leadership.12

10 Kinnison, Quentin P, “Shepherd or one of the Sheep: Revisiting the Biblical Metaphor of the Pastorate,” 
Journal of Religions Leadership 9, no. 1 (2010), 68, 71. Croteau, David A., Urban Legends of the New 
Testament. 40 Common Misconceptions (Nashville: B & H Publishing Group, 2015), 15.

11 Gunter, Nathan H, “The Shepherd-Leader Motif as a Pastoral Model for a Globalizing Church,” 
Perichoresis 16, no. 3 (2018), 87-105. DOI: 10.2478/perc-2018-001

12 Resane, “Leadership for the Church,” 2-5.
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First, the shepherd must take care of the sheep. Care involves acts of loving, 
encouragement, exhortation, admonition, counselling the young, taking care of 
the adults, the elderly, the disabled, the widows, and the orphans (Isaiah 40:11). It 
sustains the well-being of the sheep until the chief shepherd appears (1 Peter 5:2, 
4). According to Resane, caring also involves restoration, feeding and grooming 
new leaders.13 Restoration entails searching, finding and bringing home all those 
who are lost, the sinners and the renegades within and beyond the church.

Caring further involves watering and feeding the sheep. Like sheep that need 
water and food, the believer needs the Holy Spirit and the word of God for spiritual 
health, growth and strength.14 The health and sustainability of the flock depends 
on the quality of food the flock eats. The well-being of the flock is the divine 
mandate to the shepherd; hence, it is the shepherd’s responsibility to ensure that 
the flock eats healthy food. In modern congregations, feeding implies proclaiming 
the gospel, imparting knowledge of scripture, and sharing life skills for the purpose 
of developing a healthy spirituality that enables one to grow into a relationship 
with Christ, and to develop the ability to lead like a shepherd. Feeding the flock 
uses strategies such as the shepherd setting an example, the flock imitating the 
shepherd, the shepherd delegating responsibilities and disciplining the flock.

While feeding the sheep, the shepherd must monitor the growth process of the 
sheep. This will require further action such as grooming, shearing, and delivering 
new lambs. Grooming involves enriching with spiritual knowledge, while shearing 
necessitates warning and guarding against false teachings that may contaminate 
the pure teachings of the gospel and learning. Healthy sheep have the potential 
to give birth to healthy lambs. During the birthing of new lambs, the shepherd 
helps with the process of delivering. This implies that the shepherd, in partnership 
with the Holy Spirit, helps with the spiritual guidance of the new convert or the 
young towards spiritual maturity.

Second, the shepherd must guide and lead. Guiding involves giving direction 
to make a specific decision. Leadership is about influence, persuading or enabling 
the other to achieve a specific goal. One can lead from the front, thus being willing 
to take initiatives to take the flock from where they are to where they are supposed 
to be. Being in the front makes the leader visible as a model to be imitated and 
followed by the followers. Leadership calls for a vision to know where you want 
the sheep to be; the knowledge of the context to manoeuvre through expected 
and sudden challenges, and the courage to explore unknown places. Leading also 
involves being in the midst of the flock. This means that pastoral leadership is 
practised by its presence among the flock, intimate relationship with the flock, 
knowing, caring and sharing the experience of life with the flock. The presence of 

13 Resane, “Leadership for the Church,” 2, 3.
14 Resane, “Leadership for the Church,” 3.
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the shepherd gives hope and comfort to the flock in the midst of risks, suffering and 
danger. Lastly, leading can also be from behind with a view to guiding, restraining 
or disciplining the straying sheep (Luke 15:4-6; Matthew 18:12-14). While the 
shepherd is at the back, the bell sheep is usually put in front to lead other sheep. 
This implies that leading from behind also gives other sheep the opportunity to 
lead in the presence of the shepherd. In the long term, it prepares the sheep for 
the departure of the shepherd and for the new leadership to take over.

Third, the shepherd must have the courage to lead, care for, and protect the 
sheep. This means pastoral leadership is not for cowards. It requires a person 
to be bold and brave in the face of danger that threatens the lives of the sheep. 
Churches are encroached upon by false teachers and prophets masquerading as 
servants and angels of the Lord. The pastor must be brave to warn believers against 
such matters. Furthermore, Resane argues that the pastor must have the courage 
to assume responsibilities in line with the calling to serve those in pastor’s care, 
to challenge the status quo, and to embrace change.15

Challenges of Pastoral Leadership
The vast majority of ministers in churches associate themselves with the pastoral 
leadership framework without understanding its essence and ultimate purpose. For 
this reason, the following challenges concerning pastoral leadership are discussed.

First, if not controlled, pastoral work may keep the pastoral leaders so busy 
that they may lose their spiritual relationship with God, and with the self. This 
may be due to the pastoral leader’s practice to spend a great deal of energy on 
pastoral work, while neglecting their own life and relationship with God.16 The 
consequence of too much and uncontrolled pastoral work creates a pastoral leader 
who is too busy, and who ultimately experiences burnout, exhaustion, a wrecked 
personality, and an unhealthy relationship with God. 

Second, Litfin warns that pastoral leadership was not intended to be a complete 
model of pastoral ministry.17 For example, it does not provide a comprehensive 
picture of the relationship between congregations and their leaders. Deuel cautions 
that the ‘shepherd’ metaphor does not emphasise everything the pastoral leader 
minister is or should do.18 Hence, the bible provides other leadership roles such as 
bishop and elder, in order to extend the tasks of the pastor. Lastly, Tidball advises 

15 Resane, “Leadership for the Church,” 5.
16 Croft, Brian, The Pastor’s Ministry. Biblical Priorities for Faithful Shepherds (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 2015), 178.
17 Litfin, A. Duane, “The Nature of the Pastoral Role: The Leader as Completer,” Bibliotheca Sacra 139, 

no. 553 (1982), 57-66.
18 Deuel, “The Pastor’s Compassion,” 219.
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that the ‘shepherd’ metaphor does not exhaust the extent of God’s ministry to God’s 
people.19 In light of the above, one should realise that pastoral leadership is not 
only a leadership framework propagated by Scripture; there are other leadership 
frameworks, as mentioned earlier. Pastoral leadership has its own limitations, 
therefore it should not be used as a panacea for all the problems of leadership in 
congregations, or else the pastor will suffer identity crises and role confusion. 

The third challenge is that pastoral leadership tends to emphasise disparity in 
wisdom, intelligence and knowledge between the minister and the flock.20 This 
emphasis on differentiation encourages the minister act as an expert, and a know-
it-all expert. It should be noted that viewing the pastor as an expert creates an 
expectation from congregations, tempts the pastor to run all the programmes alone 
for the masses and to strive to please everyone. This leads to neglect of the pastor’s 
own well-being. In the process, the pastor experiences burnout, exhaustion, has 
great struggles with sin, and the masses become passive and ignorant, instead of 
being developed to become shepherds for other flocks. 

The fourth challenge is that the ‘shepherd’ metaphor used in the pastoral 
leadership framework has an ancient cultural meaning that bears hardly any 
resemblance to the present situation of the people who are educated and live in 
modern urban areas.21 On the one hand, nowadays, some pastors no longer prefer 
to be called pastors; they use professional names such as counsellor, analyst, 
therapist, or other names such as man of God, apostle, or prophet.22 On the other 
hand, the lay people no longer prefer to be called sheep following the shepherd 
to the fold, because being a sheep is associated with the lower classes, lack of 
intelligence and encourages dominance over those under one’s leadership.

The fifth challenge is that, due to the abuse of pastoral leadership in the past, 
it is often influenced by a traditional and orthodox approach to leadership, one 
not trusted well in the modern era for congregational and social deep change.23 
A traditional and orthodox approach to leadership emphasises differentiation, 
hierarchy and control. It encourages the dominance of the voice of the leadership 
at the expense of the voice of the followers thus undermining them.24 In 
congregations, pastoral leadership tends to resist change and is ineffective to social 
ministry, thus creating a congregation that is conservative and trapped in inward-

19 Tidball, Derek, Skilful Shepherds: Explorations in Pastoral Theology (Leicester: Intervarsity Press, 
1997), 17.

20 Litfin, “The Nature of the Pastoral Role,” 59.
21 Tidball, “The Nature of the Pastoral Role,” 14. Wilson, John F., “Saints, Shepherds, Preachers, and 

Scholars: Leadership Crisis in Churches of Christ,” Restoration Quarterly 34 (1992), 129-134.
22 Tidball, “The Nature of the Pastoral Role,” 14.
23 Kinnison, “Shepherd or one of the Sheep,” 61.
24 Gordon, Raymond, “Leadership and power,” in The Sage Handbook of Leadership, edited by A. 

Bryman, D. Collinson, K. Grint, B. Jackson and M. Uhl-Bien (London: Sage, 2011), 195-203.
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focused ministry. It prefers to use the authoritarian approach and the one-person 
approach to ministry, which disempowers congregation members and causes the 
pastor to be too busy and a know-it-all expert. 

The sixth challenge is that, according to Cormode, pastoral leadership does 
not function well under conditions of ambiguity and deep change.25 For example, 
ambiguity implies that, if the congregational goals, mission, or vision are unclear, 
this will restrict the effectiveness of pastoral leadership. The shift from a clergy-
centred ministry to a ministry in daily life has introduced ambiguity and uncertainty 
about the role of the pastor. The pastor used to offer spiritual services and the 
laity used to be passive receivers of spiritual services. Today, the pastor becomes 
the enabler or facilitator and the laity become the empowered active participants 
in ministry. Due to this new development, some pastors feel that their positions 
are threatened, whereas other pastors do not know how to enable or facilitate the 
empowerment of the laity. 

The seventh, and last challenge, according to Cormode, is that pastoral 
leadership does not function well under painful, conflicting and risky conditions.26 
Cormode mentions that pastors do not like to expose their congregations to 
painful and conflicting situations, making it impossible for the them to adapt to 
a desired congregational or social change. During the process of deep change, 
pastoral leadership does not function well, due to its tendency to rush into making 
authoritarian decisions and the laity’s unwillingness to be empowered, in order 
to escape the hard work of dealing with the problem.

Empirical Data and Research Methodology
The empirical data used in this article is from my mixed-methods research study 
in the congregations of the DRCA FS.27 The purpose of the empirical research was 
to determine ministerial challenges experienced by the ministers and to suggest 
a framework of leadership that matches the challenges of the DRCA FS. The 
empirical data consists of quantitative and qualitative data. Quantitative data was 
obtained through a Congregational Survey (CS) and a Ministers’ Survey (MS). 
For CS one hundred and forty-six questionnaires were sent to congregations to 
be completed by the church council, deacons and elders (excluding the minister) 
on behalf of their congregations; approximately eighty-six (59%) completed 
questionnaires were returned. The CS provides data about the overall situation 

25 Cormode, Scott, “Multi-layered Leadership: The Christian Leader as Builder, Shepherd, and Gardener,” 
Journal of Religious Leadership 1, no. 2 (2002), 69-104.

26 Cormode, “Multi-layered Leadership,” 84-88.
27 Pali, “Leadership and Transformation,” 35-51.

Pali



85

of the internal and external ministry of congregations in the DRCA FS. For MS, 
sixty-five questionnaires were sent to ministers; forty-seven (72%) completed 
questionnaires were returned. The MS provides overall information about the 
internal and external leadership ministry of ministers in the congregations of the 
DRCA FS. Qualitative data was collected through Individual Interviews (II) of 
eight ministers,28 and Focus Group Interviews (FGI) of congregation members29 
from eight congregations. Focus Group Interviews consisted of a maximum of 
twelve members of the congregations of the ministers interviewed, and comprised 
representatives from the youth, men, and women’s fellowships. The purpose 
of II and FGI was to gain a deeper understanding of the overall ministry in the 
congregations by identifying any challenge or unique progress, and finding the 
reason for it. For the triangulation of data, the II and FGI used the same semi-
structured questions for both participants in II and FGI.

Historical Background of the DRCA FS
The DRCA FS is a mission product of the Dutch Reformed Church Free State (DRC 
FS) (for Afrikaners), established in 1910 for Black Africans in South Africa. It is 
also a member of the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) family of churches, which 
involves DRC,30 URCSA,31 RCA,32 and DRCA33. The DRCA FS is the largest of 
the four remaining regional synods of the DRCA; it has thirty-four ministers with 
one hundred and twenty-one congregations, situated mainly in the Free State and 
in provinces such as North West, Gauteng, Kwazulu-Natal and Lesotho.34 Prior 
to 1994, the DRCA had eight regional synods with congregations and ministers, 
consisting of African or White ministers in almost every town in South Africa. 
Ministers were assisted by evangelists who also serve with the word in the vacant 
congregations. Between 1980 and 1990, the DRCA FS had one hundred and 
nine congregations with an average of ninety-four evangelists, seventy African 
ministers and twenty White ministers.35 The office of the evangelist was phased 

28 Code name of ministers were Rev. 1 to Rev. 8 and this coding represent Reverend number 1 to Reverend 
number 8.

29 Code name used was R1, meaning Respondent number 1 and so on.
30 Dutch Reformed Church (for Afrikaners, in South Africa).
31 Uniting Reformed Church of South Africa (it is the result of the unity process of 1994 between DRMC 

(for mixed race) and majority of the DRCA regional synods (for Africans))
32 Reformed Church in Africa (for the Indians).
33 For further reading about the history of the DRCA, consult Pali (2016:20-22).
34 DRCA FS, Agenda of the DRCA FS Synod (Matlosane: [s.n.], 2019), 46.
35 NGK, Jaarboek, (Braamfontein: Tydskriftemaatskappy, 1980), NGK, Jaarboek, (Pretoria: 

Tydskriftemaatskappy, 1990)
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out after 1994 when they were required to train as ministers. In 1994 the DRCA 
experienced a schism whereby six of its regional synods formed URCSA with 
the DRMC. Later, two of the regional synods, Northern and Southern Transvaal36 
and Eastern Cape,37 were revived when some congregations withdrew from 
URCSA. According to my previous research, the DRCA FS is growing mainly 
due to congregations withdrawing from URCSA as compared to mission or new 
members received through baptism.38 

Prior to 1994, the DRCA experienced growth in terms of its mission, diaconal 
ministry, and ministers enrolled for training.39 Nearly every congregation had a 
minister with an evangelist to support the minister in reaching out to those beyond 
the church. In short, from its early days, ministers, evangelists, catechists and lay 
people all collaborated with each other to develop the ministry in congregations. 
In the Free State, the DRC FS (for the Afrikaners) offered human and financial 
resources to assist in leadership and the ministerial development of the DRCA FS. 
By human resources I mean that White ministers, social workers and volunteers 
offered their services, skills and money to ensure the growth of the DRCA FS. 
The DRC FS (for the Afrikaners) also invested a considerable amount of money 
in training ministers, supporting mission, diaconal projects, and the building of 
churches. 

However, towards and post-1994, there was a gradual withdrawal of White 
ministers and financial assistance to the regional synods of the DRCA, including 
the DRCA FS. Saayman attributes this withdrawal to growing resistance against 
apartheid South Africa which led to the shrinking number of White missionaries 
in Black African churches in Africa, and South Africa in particular.40 

Today, the DRCA FS is left with two White ministers. The sad point is that the 
departure of the White ministers and the gradual decline in financial assistance of 
the DRCA FS coincided with the gradual decline of mission, diaconal ministry, 
training of ministers, and an increase in conflicts. For example, after the 1994 
schism, the then DRCA, which comprised DRCA Phororo and DRCA FS, lost the 
vast majority of its theology students, ministers, members and church property 
to URCSA. According to my previous research, mission and diaconal ministry 

36 Revived in 2010.
37 Revived in 2015.
38 Pali, Khamadi J., “Theological Reflections on the Ministerial Challenges of the Dutch Reformed 

Church in Africa in the Orange Free State in post-Apartheid South Africa,” Hervormde Theological 
Studies 73, no. 2 (2017), 1-12.

39 Pali, “Theological Reflections,” 5.
40 Saayman, Willem, Being Missionary – Being Human: An Overview of Dutch Reformed Mission 

(Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 2007), 106.
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experienced a gradual decline due to a narrow view of mission,41 and the closure 
of some of the major diaconal projects in Qwaqwa, Botshabelo and Bloemfontein.42 
In terms of conflicts in the DRCA FS, my research found that leadership is blamed 
mostly for the increase in leadership conflicts within the various structures of 
the DRCA FS.43 These conflicts range from disagreements on application of 
church order and litigation, to violence. As a result, the relationship with those 
in leadership is affected to such an extent that it is characterised by suspicion and 
a lack of trust and cooperation.44

Theological Training of the Ministers in the DRCA 
My research showed that 89% of the surveyed ministers were born and nurtured 
in congregations of the DRCA, in general, and thus were well imbued with 
the history, tradition, and ministry of the DRCA.45 Nearly 80% of the DRCA 
FS surveyed ministers were full- time ministers and the rest were tentmakers. 
Prior to 1994, the DRCA had the Stofberg Memorial Theological Seminary in 
Qwaqwa as a training institution for its ministers. The vast majority of all the 
African ministers studied at this institution, which offered qualifications equivalent 
to a higher certificate for evangelists and an advance diploma for ministers.46 
There are various views about the impact of training at Stofberg Theological 
Seminary. It offered an opportunity for the African ministers to be trained for 
ministry and obtain qualifications equivalent to a diploma or degree,47 however, 

41 I understand a narrow view of mission as mission that reflects imbalance between proclaiming the 
gospel and responsible involvement in society. It is a mission that is characterized as mission from 
White church to Black people. It is a mission that is approached as a project not identity of the church 
(Pali 2016:78, 109, 334).

42 Pali, “Leadership and Transformation,” 25, 90.
43 Pali, Khamadi J., “An Analysis of Conflict Situations within the Leadership and Various Structures of 

the Dutch Reformed Church in Africa, Orange Free State,” Hervormde Theological Studies 74, no. 2 
(2018), 1-11.

44 DRCA, Agenda of the DRCA, 24, 29.
45 MS data. Pali, “Leadership and Transformation, 133.
46 Majority of the White ministers were trained at Universities and had Honours and Masters degrees 

with few who hold a Doctoral degree in theology. One cannot deny that some of the White ministers 
had undergraduate qualifications and trained at other institutions other than universities like Hugenote.

47 Stofberg Theological seminary had various branches in various provinces of Apartheid South Africa, 
and each branch had a link with Universities established for African students. For example, Stofberg 
Theological seminary at Decoligny, Transkei, was linked to Fort Hare, Turfloop (in the Northern 
Transvaal) with University of the North, Witsieshoek (Qwaqwa in Free State), and Dingaanstat (Natal) 
were linked with University of Zululand.
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Baloyi48 criticised it for offering biased theological education which alienated 
African ministers against their own culture, did not empower African ministers 
to critically engage their own apartheid context, was ethnically based, and offered 
inferior education. Masuku49 and Kgatla50 say that the training was dominated by 
male Afrikaner lecturers and it was controlled by the DRC policy of the separate 
development of Africans. In light of the above, it is no wonder that the majority 
of the ministers in the congregations of the DRCA FS are characterised as imbued 
in pietistic spirituality that disempowers mission and diaconal ministry and is 
concerned with inward-focused ministry.51 

The Stofberg theological seminary in the Free State closed in 1998, following a 
schism in the DRCA in 1994. In 1998, the University of the Free State (UFS) was 
adopted as the new training institution. Prior to 1998 the DRCA FS had no formal 
relationship with the UFS Faculty of Theology because its theological training 
was associated with the DRC. In order to increase the number of ministers, since 
the majority of them were lost to URCSA in 1994, the training of evangelists was 
discontinued and the remaining evangelists were given a two-year training course 
at UFS to be ministers. Young people were also recruited to train as ministers 
at the UFS but, due to the high financial costs of training and the necessary 
admission points for entry to the UFS, no new students enrolled for ministry in 
the DRCA between 2007 and 2012.52 In 2011-2012, the DRCA decided to re-open 
its theological seminary in Bloemfontein and, while retaining its relationship with 
the UFS,53 formed a new partnership with the Hugenoot Theological College 
and the Mukhanyo Theological Seminary in Limpopo.54 The Hugenoot College 
then offered only eighteen months’ training to those students who had a low 
matriculation score, and allowed part-time studies. The Mukhanyo55 Theological 
Seminary offered diplomas and undergraduate degrees. Prior to 2015, over 60% 

48 Baloyi, M.E, “The sustentasie problem in the Reformed Churches of South Africa: Unmasking the 
dilemma facing black theologians,” Scriptura 105 (2010), 427-430.

49 Masuku, Mnyalaza T, “Rev J LR Rammala: A case study of an African missionary,” M degree 
dissertation. University of South Africa, 1998, 105.

50 Kgatla, S.T, “Ministerial formation policies of the Northern Theological Seminary of the Uniting 
Reformed Church in Southern Africa: Looking through the eye of a needle,” Stellenbosch Theological 
Journal 5, no 1 (2019), 202. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.17570/stj.2019.v5n1.a10

51 Pali, “Leadership and Transformation,” 147, 148.
52 DRCA FSS, Agenda of the DRCA FS Synod (Kroonstad: [s.n.], 2011), 44.
53 Between 2007-2011 tension existed between the DRCA Leadership and the UFS Faculty of Theology 

when the DRCA Curatorium complained about theological education that is not related to the context 
of the DRCA. 

54 DRCA FSS, Agenda of the DRCA FS Synod (Steynsrus: [s.n.], 2015).
55 In 2019, the DRCA General Synod (2019:64), due to high costs of maintaining its theological seminary, 

decided to return to the UFS for the training of its ministers and discontinued its relationship with 
Hugenoot and Mukhanyo theological seminaries.
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of the surveyed ministers had a minimum theological qualification of an Advance 
Diploma with Licentiate. In addition, 55% of the surveyed ministers studied at the 
UFS and 45% at the Stofberg Gedenkskool in Qwaqwa. For further ministerial 
training, the vast majority of the surveyed ministers reported that they attended 
continuous in-service training in ministry, retreats, induction programmes, or 
ministers’ conferences, more than once a year.

The Dominant Leadership Framework
In light of the challenges faced by the leadership in the DRCA FS congregations 
post-1994, I analysed the leadership to assess the problem of the DRCA FS.56 
One assessment concerned the dominant leadership framework preferred by the 
ministers in the congregations of the DRCA FS. In my previous research, the 
preferred leadership framework was chosen from among the pastoral, servant, 
charismatic, and transformational leadership frameworks.57 In my observation, 
the DRCA FS prior to and after 1994 the majority of the ministers in the DRCA 
FS preferred pastoral and servant leadership with pastoral leadership as the most 
emphasised leadership in the assemblies of the DRCA FS. Other leadership styles 
such as charismatic or transformational leadership were viewed as non-reformed, 
and not related to the tradition and biblical teachings of the DRCA FS. My findings 
and my observations indicate that it was mostly young ministers, and usually those 
trained from UFS, who preferred the charismatic and transformational leadership 
in their ministries.58 The following descriptions of the leadership frameworks are 
the basic understanding from leadership scholars. 

Pastoral leadership is understood as leadership that is committed to a personal 
relationship with followers, in order to show care, to guide and be present in 
times of need.59 In this instance, it emphasises that the minister knows the needs 
of congregants and initiates the process of how to meet their needs or empower 
them to fulfil their needs. Servant leadership is perceived as being committed to 
embodying the service of Christ to matters other than personal gain, in the context 
of self-sacrifices and a mutual relationship of caring.60 In this instance, the key 
is the spirit of servanthood displayed by Christ to his followers. Charismatic 
leadership uses spiritual gifts such as healing, miracles, and the gift of speaking 

56 Pali, “Leadership and Transformation”.
57 Pali, “Leadership and Transformation,” 112, 113.
58 Pali, “Leadership and Transformation,” 153, 155
59 D’Souza, Anthony A, Leaders for Today. Hope for Tomorrow: Empowering and Empowered Leadership 

(Nairobi: Paulines Publications Africa, 2001), 41-44.
60 D’Souza, Leaders for Today, 22.
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in tongues or using prophecy to persuade people to change and convert, or 
remain steadfast in their faith to Christ.61 In this instance, the emphasis is on 
the use and visible display of the spiritual gifts of the leadership and members. 
Transformational leadership leads a congregation through a process of profound 
change in identity, culture, operating procedure, and mission.62 From the above 
leadership frameworks, the participants from both the CS and the MS were asked 
to describe the leadership framework of their congregational leadership in order 
to assess the dominant framework of leadership in the congregations.

Table 1: Description of leadership framework from the MS and the CS63

Leadership framework
MS CS

% N % N
Pastoral 60 28 57 49
Servant 14 7 13 11
Charismatic 16 8 5 4
Transformational 10 4 23 20
Other 0 0 2 2
Total 100 47 100 86

The above table shows that over half the respondents reported that pastoral 
leadership is the dominant leadership framework in the congregations of the DRCA 
FS. According to the surveyed ministers, in addition to pastoral leadership the 
other leadership frameworks, in order of priority, in the DRCA FS are charismatic, 
servant, and transformational leadership. According to the surveyed congregation 
members, besides pastoral leadership, they prioritised other leadership practices 
as transformational, servant, and charismatic leadership. In light of the above, it 
is interesting to note that the participant ministers’ second leadership framework 
option is charismatic leadership, in contrast to transformational leadership as the 
second option to the participating congregation members. What is the reflection of 
the qualitative data on dominant leadership framework within the congregations 
of the DRCA FS?

61 Conger, Jay A, “Charismatic Leadership,” in The Sage Handbook of Leadership, edited by A. Bryman, 
D. Collinson, K. Grint, B. Jackson and M. Uhl-Bien, (London: Sage, 2011), 86-102.

62 Osmer, Richard R., Practical Theology, an Introduction (Michigan: Wm B. Eerdmans, 2008).
63 About how data was collected read from above on Empirical data and research methodology.
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Table 2: Description of the minister’s leadership framework from II64 and FGI65

Description of the minister’s leadership framework from both the 
interviewed ministers and the interviewed congregation members
II FGI
Rev. 1: Charismatic C1: Transformational
Rev. 2: Transformational C2: Transformational
Rev. 3: Pastoral C3: Transformational and

C4: Transformational
Rev. 4: Pastoral and servanthood C4: Data relating to Rev. 4 not recorded
Rev. 5:Pastoral C5: Autocratic and poor
Rev. 6: Pastoral C6: Servant
Rev. 7: Transformational C7: Transformational
Rev. 8: Pastoral C8: Pastoral

The above table indicates that the majority of the interviewed ministers66 described 
their leadership framework, in order of priority, as pastoral, transformational, 
charismatic or servant. By contrast, the majority of the interviewed members of the 
congregations67 indicated the dominant leadership framework of their interviewed 
ministers, in order of priority, as transformational, pastoral, and servant. Half 
of the interviewed ministers68 and their congregation members69 managed to 
have the same understanding about the minister’s leadership framework. It was 
discovered from the data that the interviewed congregation members70 understand 
transformational leadership as leadership that facilitates changes needed in 
the congregation. Often, the changes referred to are external such as a new 
financial model,71 new committees,72 and new projects,73 with the exception of 
one congregation74 that suggested internal change as a result of transformational 

64 Interviewed ministers.
65 Interviewed members of the congregations.
66 Data from II, Table 2.
67 Data from FGI, Table 2.
68 Rev. 2, Rev. 6, Rev. 7, Rev. 8, from Table 2.
69 Data from FGI, Table 2.
70 Data from FGI.
71 Data from II, Rev. 2, point 2.2.1.
72 Data from FGI, C7, point 3, R3.
73 Data from FGI, C1, point 3, R2.
74 Data from FGI, C1 (point 3, R8).
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leadership. In summary, the majority of the interviewed75 and surveyed76 ministers 
view themselves as pastoral leaders. In contrast, the interviewed congregation 
members77 mostly view their ministers as transformational leaders due to the 
changes they experience in their congregations. However, the changes referred 
to are mostly material changes rather than deep personal and ministerial changes.

How do ministers and congregation members understand pastoral leadership? 
The interviewed ministers78 mentioned that pastoral leadership is characterised by 
the leader’s ability to take care of members of the congregation, to know the flock 
so that they can provide appropriate care in times of need, as well as to empower 
and guide the flock for ministry. Interviewed congregation members79 described 
pastoral leadership as taking care of the flock, showing exemplary behaviour, 
approachable, humble, and building relationships with the flock. In light of the 
above, pastoral leadership is generally understood as the ability to relate to and 
take care of the members of the congregation in their spiritual and material needs.

Table 3: 
Description of the church council’s leadership framework from II80 and FGI81

II FGII
Rev. 1: Transformational C1: Transformational, democratic
Rev. 2: Transformational C2: Transformational
Rev. 3: Autocratic, exclusive 
(both to C3 and C4)

C3: Transformational and
C4: Change resistant

Rev. 4: Servanthood C4: Data relating to Rev. 4 not recorded
Rev. 5: Conflict ridden C5: Divided
Rev. 6: Autocratic, lacks vision C6: Change resistant
Rev. 7: Transformational C 7: Servanthood, transformational
Rev. 8: Pastoral, democratic C8: Democratic, conservative

75 Data from II.
76 Data from MS.
77 Data from FGI.
78 Data from II, Rev. 4, point 3.1; Rev. 5, point 3.1; Rev. 6, point 3.1.
79 Data from FGI, C1, point 2.1, R1; C2, point 2.1, R5; C6, point 2.1, R2, R6; C8, point 2.1, R1, R2, R3, 

R6.
80 Interviewed ministers.
81 Interviewed members of the congregations.
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The interviewed ministers’ view of the leadership in their church councils 
shifts from positive transformational, pastoral and servant, to leadership that 
is poor and characterised by autocracy, conflict and resistance to change. The 
interviewed congregation members’ view of the leadership framework of the 
church council members shifts from transformational, servant and democratic 
to poor leadership characterised by resistance to change, conflict and autocracy. 
Half of the interviewed ministers82 and their congregation members reflect a 
positive understanding of the description of the church council leadership. By 
contrast, three of the interviewed ministers83 reflect a negative description of their 
church council leadership viewing these councils as autocratic, conflict ridden, 
and resistant to change.

It appears that the leadership framework of the minister influences that of 
the church council for better or worse. For example, some of the interviewed 
ministers84 who are associated with the charismatic and transformational level, 
produced leadership that is positive and on the same level. By contrast, the majority 
of the interviewed ministers85 who align more with pastoral leadership, failed to 
influence their church councils to be at least pastoral, or even to be better and go 
beyond their expected ability. In short, the majority of the interviewed pastoral 
leader ministers failed to empower their church council members to shift from a 
conservative, divided, and conflict-ridden leadership approach to a better one that 
builds a congregation. Those ministers who aligned with the transformational and 
charismatic leadership approach managed to help their church councils adopt their 
own leadership framework. In summary, the data indicates that pastoral leadership 
as practised within the congregations of the DRCA FS, has failed to produce 
better leaders, whereas transformational and charismatic leadership managed to 
produce positive leadership from their church councils.

Why did ministers, associated with pastoral leadership, fail to produce positive 
leadership in their church council? To respond to this question, the qualitative 
data of both the interviewed ministers, associated with pastoral leadership, and 
the interviewed congregation members is analysed. 

First, participant ministers who associate with pastoral leadership were unable 
to suggest creative solutions to ministerial problems. For example, some of the 
interviewed ministers mentioned that they cannot do home visits due to lack of 
transport and time by congregation members,86 that interim ministry is consuming 

82 Data from II, Rev. 1, Rev. 2, Rev. 7, mostly not pastoral, with the exception of Rev. 8.
83 Data from II, Rev. 3 on C3, C4; Rev 5; Rev. 6.
84 Data from II, Rev. 1, Rev. 2, and Rev. 7.
85 Data from II, Rev. 3 in C4; Rev. 5; Rev. 6, and Rev. 8.
86 Data from II, Rev. 3.
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their time and draining their energy to focus on their congregations.87 Both of the 
above ministers failed to bring about a creative solution; instead, they seemed 
to be complacent with the situation. By contrast, the interviewed minister88 who 
associates with charismatic leadership, suggested that time management and 
creative thinking could help resolve some of the problems mentioned earlier. This 
minister, who is also a tentmaker, mentioned that he consults with the members of 
his congregations during the weekend at an arranged time and place. He trains his 
church council members so that they can make responsible and creative decisions, 
even in his absence.

Second, participant ministers associated with pastoral leadership tend to have 
a negative view of their followers; hence, they failed to produce effective leaders 
from their church council. One interviewed minister89 views his church council 
as lazy, ignorant people who expect the minister to do everything. Ultimately, his 
church council was autocratic, exclusive of gender and pretending to be masters 
of everything. The other minister90 viewed his church council as rebellious, and 
the congregation members as confused, full of pride and with a personal vendetta 
against the minister. This eventually led to conflictual situations and disobedience 
towards the minister between the church council and the congregation. The 
other minister91 viewed his church council members as lacking vision, ignorant, 
autocratic and not honest in their duties, whereas he described his congregation as 
not knowing their responsibility. This caused the church council and congregation 
to undermine their minister and mismanage the financial resources of the 
congregation at the expense of the minister not getting his salary.

Third, the congregations’ overall experience of congregational leadership led 
by these pastoral leader ministers is generally negative. For example, some of the 
interviewed ministers mentioned their overall experience of leadership in their 
congregations as passive,92 full of division and conflict, and without cooperation 
with him as the minister,93 with the tendency to undermine his94 leadership 
authority.

Fourth, the majority of the pastoral leader ministers95 do not conduct 
empowerment workshops for their lay people; hence, their congregations are 
hardly socially involved. Lay empowerment does not take place because members 

87 Data from II, Rev. 4.
88 Data from II, Rev. 1.
89 Rev. 3.
90 Rev. 5.
91 Rev. 6.
92 Rev. 3.
93 Rev. 5.
94 Rev. 6.
95 Rev. 3, Rev. 5, Rev. 6.
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are not interested in attending workshops or ministers are too busy or lack the 
knowledge of how to conduct lay empowerment.96 Social involvement is at a 
low level, due to adherence to tradition and a lack of creative approach to social 
ministry.

Fifth, pastoral leader ministers are uncertain of their position and future. One 
of the interviewed ministers97 mentioned that his congregation threatened to 
physically abuse and expel him from his congregation because he has a broken 
relationship with the congregation who accused him of being rude, arrogant and 
unapproachable. According to my previous research, conflicts within the DRCA FS 
are shifting towards violence.98 Ministers themselves disrupt synodical assemblies 
over their grievances against the DRCA FS moderamen.99 By contrast, members 
of the congregations also disrupt worship services and physically threaten to 
abuse ministers whose services they no longer need. Is disruption of DRCA FS 
assemblies an imitation of the violent behaviour of ministers, or is it influenced 
by the violent nature of our South African society? Further research is required 
as it is becoming a serious problem within the congregations of the DRCA FS.100

Sixth, pastoral leader ministers are unable to engage with long-standing 
historical challenges. For example, some congregation members101 complained 
that their congregations have problems such as the inability to appoint appropriate 
persons to church council leadership, the inability to embrace change, and the 
inability to attract new members and empower lay people. These problems were 
raised with the minister and the church council, but nothing has been done so 
far to address them. This inability to address long-standing historical problems 
is also noted in the wider structures of the DRCA FS. In my previous research I 
argued that the DRCA FS has failed to address its historical challenges such as 
mission, financial income, and spiritual maturity.102

Seventh, pastoral leader ministers failed to set an example of good morals. 
Some of the interviewed congregation members made allegations of the minister’s 
sexual immorality and financial mismanagement.103 The church council knew 
about this, but made no effort to confront the minister. In the wider structures of 
the DRCA FS, some ministers were charged with sexual immorality and financial 

96 Rev. 6.
97 Rev. 5.
98 Pali, “An Analysis of Conflict,” 1.
99 DRCA FSS, “Agenda” (2015), 38. DRCA FSS, “Agenda” (2019), 28.
100 DRCA FSS, “Agenda” (2019), 22, 28.
101 C5.
102 Pali, “Leadership and Transformation,” 338.
103 FGI, C6.
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mismanagement and no successful church disciplinary procedure was followed.104 
In fact, ministers were divided on whether or not to discipline those charged with 
immorality. This kind of behaviour sets a bad precedence. Only the lay people are 
disciplined when they sin, but not the ministers. Furthermore, due to escalating 
conflictual situations in the congregations of the DRCA FS, the moderamen stated 
that the DRCA FS minsters together with the congregation members have failed to 
set a good example as citizens of the Kingdom of God.105 As a result, the DRCA 
FS has lost its integrity in the world. This loss of integrity is demonstrated more in 
broken relationships amongst ministers that is characterised by divisions, suspicion 
of each other, lack of trust and co-operation.106 Consequently the DRCA FS may 
experience another schism after that of 1994 as some ministers have decided to 
withdraw from the DRCA FS to form their own regional synod.107

Conclusion
I believe that pastoral leadership, although it may be an ancient model of leadership 
framework, can still contribute considerably to contemporary leadership studies. 
For example, its essence on the well-being of the follower, the building of quality 
relationships, and the development of people to become what they should be. In 
the DRCA FS, the dominance of pastoral leadership has the opportunity to restore 
relationships among those in leadership, empower the laity and contribute to the 
physical and spiritual well-being of members. 

However, the historical practice of associating the pastoral leader minister with 
the know-it-all master, characterised by a differentiating, domineering attitude 
and undermining the laity, has met with vicious opposition from the laity and 
society. There is a shift in the congregations of the DRCA FS where a minister is 
no longer viewed as the centre of ministry, since the lay people want to be active 
participants in the ministry. Some ministers view this shift as a threat to their 
position and as contributing to the uncertainty of their role, causing tension and 
conflict between them and their congregation members.

The other challenge in the DRCA FS is that the majority of pastoral leader 
ministers are associated with conservatism or resistance to change. As discussed 
earlier, pastoral leader ministers find it difficult to suggest creative solutions to 
long-standing challenges in their ministry due to the fear of change, or the lack of 
knowledge of what to do in the midst of serious challenges. The DRCA FS failed 

104 DRCA FSS, “Agenda” (2019), 29-31. Pali, “An Analysis of Conflict,” 9.
105 DRCA FS, (2015), 32, 33.
106 DRCA FSS, “Agenda” (2019), 29-30.
107 DRCA FS, DRCA FS Secretary Letter to the Congregations. Virginia: [s.n.]. 2020
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to engage effectively with its long-standing historical challenges such as mission, 
spiritual maturity and financial income. Instead of embracing new initiatives or 
new programmes introduced to engage the long-standing historical challenges of 
their ministry, ministers preferred to preserve the tradition and historical identity 
of the church.

The dominant pastoral leadership framework in the congregations of the 
DRCA FS has not been harnessed to yield its intended results. Most of the pastoral 
leader ministers are associated with an orthodox approach to leadership which 
is focused on power, control and differentiation. Pastoral leader ministers in the 
congregations fail to use the pastoral leadership framework to facilitate deep 
change in situations of conflict, relationships, internal and external ministry, or 
even to develop positive leadership from those under their care. In conclusion, 
there is a serious need to review the present practice of pastoral leadership within 
the congregations A shift is essential from pastoral leadership that is resistant to 
change, domineering and differentiating the other towards a pastoral leadership 
that contributes to the well-being, development and quality relationship with the 
other for the sake of the Kingdom of the Triune God.

In conclusion, this article proposes that pastoral leadership is still a relevant 
leadership approach in the congregations of the DRCA FS because of its biblical 
and scientific foundations. But in order for it to thrive, ministers need to develop 
the relationship between each minister and God, and this kind of relationship 
should strive towards influencing morality, other relationships of ministers and 
their congregations. 
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Book Reviews
Ndikho Mtshiselwa, To Whom Belongs the Land? Leviticus 
25 in an African Liberationist Reading. 
New York: Peter Lang, 2018. ISBN 978-1433138935. Hardcover. Includes 
Table of Contents and Index. 284p.

Seldom have I felt so conflicted about a book. Ndikho Mtshiselwa’s book is a study 
of the question of the redistribution of land, one of the most burning questions 
in South Africa’s political and public discourse. It is a brilliant scholarly study 
through which the author brings liberation theology’s hermeneutical suspicion 
to a reading of Leviticus 25 and the question of the Jubilee Year through a 
thorough engagement with the classic approaches of Historical Criticism and 
analysis. Throughout the book, the author argues that a correct understanding and 
interpretation of the biblical Jubilee Year is not only necessary for a correction in 
our political discourse, but can also make a positive contribution to the practical 
issues surrounding the (re)distribution of land. It is a masterful use of “the master’s 
tools,” breaking down the methodologies, teasing out, and exposing the ways in 
which these approaches have been used to the detriment of justice in the questions 
under discussion. At the end, Mtshiselwa’s liberationist analysis, interpretation 
and conclusions stand like a rock.

After Chapter 1 as Introduction, Chapter 2 presents a devastating critique 
of the socio-economic and political realities in South Africa. In this chapter, he 
engages the economic and political analyses of social scientists such as Patrick 
Bond and Sampie Terreblanche, two of the most astute observers of South Africa’s 
post-1994 politics. The author shows the serious consequences “the elite pact” 
(Terreblanche’s phrase) between the old white National Party ruling class and 
the African National Congress (ANC) aristocracy, and the ANC’s embrace of 
neo-liberal capitalism have had for the black poor in South Africa. He reads the 
South African realities held against the light of the visceral plight of the poor, 
the ways in which the ANC deviated from the Freedom Charter on the question 
of the land, Article 25 of the Constitution and its protection of private property 
that makes a just redistribution of the land virtually impossible. The author does 
not shy away from exposing just how much the vaunted “Black Empowerment” 
schemes have turned out to be a sham, especially when tested against the question 
he poses about the relationship between the possession of land, the alleviation of 
poverty, and genuine empowerment (92ff). 

Chapter 3 offers an analysis of Leviticus 25:8-55 and Mtshiselwa’s engagement 
with the Historical-Critical method. Here he makes good on his promise in the 
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Introduction as he probes the question as to whether “the Israelite Jubilee in its 
original pre-exilic context served to protect the sacredness of the land and prevent 
the inalienability of the land of poor families” (5). He convincingly proves his 
position that “the transforming and empowering possibilities that the Israelite 
Jubilee offer to the poor in South Africa is missing in Old testament scholarship” (5). 

Chapter 4 outlines the African liberationist argument in which this lack of 
attention is corrected – and Mtshiselwa does this on a grand scale. The conclusion 
that the Jubilee Year, when re-read from an African liberationist perspective and 
in the context of the discourse on the redistribution of land and socio-economic 
justice, can contribute positively to the redress of inequality and to poverty 
alleviation in South Africa is completely convincing. 

But what gives me the most joy in reading this book is the wonderful way in 
which Mtshiselwa makes hermeneutical use of African proverbs, sayings, and 
freedom songs to illustrate and illuminate his arguments. As he does this, he brings 
the authenticity of people’s lives and experiences, their cries for justice and their 
longings for freedom into the heart of the argument. Reading this chapter brings not 
just scholarly enlightenment; it stirs the heart in a way academic work rarely does. 

So why am I so conflicted? In the Introduction, Mtshiselwa decides that his 
book will be about “indigenous black peoples of South Africa who are of African 
descent”. The others, the indigenous peoples including the Khoi and San peoples 
are not included in the phrase “African South Africans.” This raises fundamental 
questions. Why leave them out when at this very moment this question is of utmost 
importance to Khoi, San, Nama people and their descendants, and the descendants 
of the enslaved population from the early colonial days? Who decides that 1913 
is important but 1652 is not? Among the many other serious questions, here is 
one of the most serious for me: who decides that I am not an “African South 
African”? Denying one’s African being and history is too serious a matter not 
to address, even in one single section of such an important book. This is one of 
the most egregious assaults the ANC has waged against a whole section of our 
indigenous population and it is deeply disappointing to find that same arbitrariness 
in a study of this quality. So, for all my joy at reading this excellent work, there 
is pain, since every time the author speaks of Africans, socio-economic justice, 
dignity and humanity through the restoration of the land, he does not mean me. 
The question the title raises, “To Whom Belongs the Land?” is a question ripped 
from my own heart, since it does not include me. 

 
Allan Aubrey Boesak
University of Pretoria
South Africa 
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L. Juliana M. Claassens, Writing and Reading to Survive: 
Biblical and Contemporary Trauma Narratives in 
Conversation. 
Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2020. ISBN 978-1-910928-78-3. Hardback. 
Includes Table of Contents, Index of Biblical References, and Index of Authors. 
194p.

In Writing and Reading to Survive, Juliana Claassens offers an intertextual study 
of trauma narratives found in the Hebrew Bible and contemporary literature. 
She focuses in particularly on the intersectional relationship between trauma and 
gender, which is wrought by the structural violence of patriarchal culture. Using 
this intertextual approach, Claassens demonstrates the vindicating (and even 
therapeutic) impulse that trauma narratives can offer trauma victims, guiding 
them along a path to find meaning within and healing from their experiences. As 
she suggests in her introduction, “trauma victims need trauma narratives in order 
to become trauma survivors” (2). 

In each chapter of the book, Claassens reads a different Hebrew Bible text 
alongside a trauma narrative from contemporary literature. The biblical texts of 
choice (Genesis 29-35 and Lamentations 1) narrate different forms of gender 
trauma (such as reproductive loss) and gender-based violence (particularly rape). 
Claassens applies the theoretical underpinnings of modern trauma fiction to these 
biblical traditions in order to interpret them as trauma narratives in their own right. 
This, she suggests, offers fresh insights into these stories and encourages readers 
to reflect more deeply on their ethical implications. 

Thus, for example, in Chapter 3, the insidious, individual traumas experienced 
by Rachel, Leah, Bilhah, and Zilpah (Genesis 29-35) are read intertextually with 
Margaret Atwood’s A Handmaid’s Tale (1995). This allows Claassens to highlight 
the ways that these biblical women’s fertility is abused through various social, 
cultural, and political power structures that scaffold biblical patriarchy. Claassens 
argues that such an intertextual reading strategy can make readers of Genesis 29-35 
more aware of the severe and ongoing trauma that the women encountered, not to 
mention the damaging psychological impact that it would have had on them. By 
focalizing these narratives from the victims’ point of view, and putting them at 
the centre of their own story of trauma, Claassens invites readers to think about 
these characters’ experiences and suffering, as well as their resilience, resistance, 
and survival. 

As well as focusing on individual trauma, Claassens also considers texts 
that depict collective trauma by using the violated female body as a metaphor 
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or place-holder for the wider trauma of a nation or kinship group. In Chapter 
5, for example, she explores the sexual violation of Daughter Zion depicted in 
Lamentations 1, which metaphorically represents the trauma of war experienced by 
Jerusalem during the Babylonian siege. Reading this acrostic poem intertextually 
with J. M. Coetzee’s (1999) novel Disgrace, Claassens traces the way that both 
authors (ancient and contemporary) inscribe sexual violence onto their female 
protagonists for particular rhetorical purposes. She argues convincingly that these 
women’s rapes are not intended to be the end point of either text; rather, they are 
a means by which the authors can communicate a socio-political commentary on 
their own contemporary context: sixth-century BCE Jerusalem for the writer of 
Lamentations 1 and post-apartheid South Africa for Coetzee. Claassens resists 
such (mis)appropriation of the women’s trauma, and instead, offers them the 
platform to “talk back” and tell their own stories. Again, her decision to refocalize 
rape narratives through the eyes of the victims is deeply effective. It emphasizes 
that victims of trauma (including victims of rape) need to tell their own stories if 
they are to survive and begin their journey towards healing. As Claassens notes, 
it is so important for victims of rape “to resist the stories told about them, and 
moreover to find their own voices to tell and reframe their own counter stories. In 
this process, they substitute their identity as victims of rape for that of survivors, 
who are able to live and love once more” (150-51). 

Claassens’ desire to hear the victims’ voices (in both biblical and contemporary 
literature) lies at the heart of Writing and Reading to Survive. It encapsulates her 
belief that trauma narratives can offer a “safe haven” for people (in the past and 
present) to “voice the unspeakable” about their own experience, and thus find 
ways to write and read themselves towards some form of recovery. Given the 
multiple, intersecting traumas faced by so many people around the world at present 
(including in Africa), Claassens’ work here is timely and important. Through her 
engaging and highly readable writing (which is accessible for both academic and 
non-academic audiences alike), she offers a valuable transdisciplinary contribution 
to the study of the Bible, literature, and trauma. She also provides readers with 
a valuable means of making scholarly study relevant and impactful beyond the 
confines of the academy. For that reason alone, this book is worth its weight in gold. 

Caroline Blyth
University of Auckland
New Zealand
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Nobuntu Penxa Matholeni, Georgina Kwanima Boateng, and 
Molly Manyonganise (eds), Mother Earth, Mother Africa & 
African Indigenous Religions. 
Stellenbosch: Africa Sun Media, 2020. ISBN 1-928-480721. Softcover. 
Includes Table of Contents. 194p.

The ‘mothering’ of the earth and continent of Africa in the context of the ecological 
crisis and high levels of violence against women presents complex challenges for 
African Indigenous Religions (ATRs). In response to the intersection of gender 
and ecology in the African context, The Circle of Concerned African Women 
Theologians (The Circle) chose the theme, “Mother Earth and Mother Africa 
in Theological Religious/Cultural/Philosophical Imagination” for their 5th Pan-
African Continental Conference celebrating its 30th anniversary in July 2019. 
The event was hosted by the Department of Theology and Religion, University 
of Botswana, Gaborone. Significantly, this publication is the first of a number of 
volumes arising out of the conference. 

In the Preface, the founding ‘mother’ of The Circle, Mercy Amba Oduyoye, 
sets the context of the volume through three frames of reference. First, gender 
analysis that highlights beliefs and practices from ATRs that are oppressive to 
women in order to argue that the exploitation of the earth is inextricably linked 
to the oppression of women. Second, she refers to the rich legacy offered by the 
“science of African Traditional Religions” characterized by beliefs and practices 
in communal interdependent relationship between humanity, the spiritual world, 
and the earth that produce and sustain non-exploitative life-giving relationships. 
Third, the marginalization and “inferiorizing” of ATRs by colonialism and 
Christianity has led to the disruption of traditions, practices and beliefs that have 
sustained the earth for centuries. Oduyoye argues that neither of these two agents 
of conquest have an ethical framework for relating to the environment/earth in 
non-exploitative ways. The current search for alternative ways of responding to 
the ecological crisis has renewed an interest in the rich legacies of ATRs leading 
to research and documentation of these beliefs and practices. The essays in the 
volume appropriate these themes contextually reflecting on the diversity of ATRs 
from west, east and southern Africa. Most of the authors are indigenous Africans 
writing and researching from within their own cultures and aligning themselves 
with the de-colonial call for de-centering the hegemony of western knowledge 
through the production of African Indigenous Knowledge by Africans within 
their own context. 
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The volume comprises of ten chapters that offer a rich array of innovative 
research. For example, Matholeni focuses on gendered spaces in initiation rites 
among the Xhosa. Makuka undertakes a case study on the gender challenges within 
an indigenous church in Zambia that integrates Christianity and observance of ATR 
in relation to agricultural practices of women. Molato discusses how rainmakers 
challenge stereotypes that limit them to practitioners of rituals and expounds on 
their role as leaders invested with authority to hold communities accountable for 
the violation of taboos that are meant to protect the environment. She indicates 
how their demise, spearheaded by Christian missionaries, has left a gap in the way 
in which communities are responding to environmental crises. Further chapters 
investigate contemporary issues such as urbanization and technology and their 
impact on ATR’s environmental beliefs and practices including research by Philli 
on burial issues in urban settings and Nyaga’s research on ATR and technology 
in two communities in Kenya (Kikuyi and Luhya). 

However, a key question that remains is how the mothering of the earth and 
the African continent can be liberative for both the environment and for women. 
The authors raise this question but do not delve deeply into this critical dimension 
reflected in the title of the book. Despite this limitation, the volume is a rich 
resource for the appropriation of gender sensitive resources that respond to the 
ecological crisis employing ATRs in dialogue with Christianity and contemporary 
contexts. It is primarily an academic text for institutions of higher learning as it 
fulfils the demand for knowledge production that is rooted in critical research 
and engagement with scholars in the field, and African Indigenous Knowledge. 
The volume makes a worthy contribution to the growing body of work on the 
intersection of African Traditional Religions, ecology, gender, and justice.

Nontando Hadebe
St Augustine College of South Africa
South Africa

Tim Hartman, Theology After Colonization: Bediako, Barth, 
and the Future of Theological Reflection.
Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2020. ISBN 978-0-
268-10653-9. Hardback. Includes Table of Contents and Index. 270p.

Theology After Colonization is laid out in two parts. Part One consists of two 
chapters that introduce the reader to Ghanaian theologian Kwame Bediako and 
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Swiss theologian Karl Barth, both twentieth century theologians who creatively 
responded to the dynamics of secularization and globalization.

Chapter 1 observes that the narratives and plausibility structures that buttressed 
Western colonial Christianity (referred to as Christendom) crumbled due to the 
processes of secularization and globalization. These processes, which began five 
hundred years ago, have irrevocably changed contexts in Europe, Africa, and the 
world. Author Tim Hartman argues that a “changed context calls for a revised 
theological method” (13). The present worldwide situation offers an opportunity 
for Christian theology to “let go of the Western cultural shackles and embrace 
a plurality of perspectives and theologies from around the world” (8). Hartman 
argues Barth and Bediako both believed in Jesus Christ in the face of secularization 
and globalization and articulately constructed plausible theologies from different 
ends of “the colonial-Christendom complex” (6). Taken together, their theologies 
may suggest a theological way forward “after colonization.” 

Chapter 2 introduces the reader to the postmodern method of “juxtaposition” 
(46, 54). Hartman utilizes juxtaposition to engage in a transcultural, and trans-
temporal, theological dialogue between Barth and Bediako. Barth, located inside 
Christendom during the rise of Nazism, rethought Christological revelation to 
construct a theology that avoids the conflation of culture and revelation implicit 
in nineteenth century Western theology. Kwame Bediako, located in Ghana as it 
gained independence in 1957, rejected the nineteenth century missionary-colonial 
theology he received as a starting point for divine revelation. Bediako argues 
that Christ communicates directly to Africans through the ‘translatability’ of the 
gospel in vernacular languages and cultures, circumventing theology’s captivity 
by Western culture. By juxtaposing these two theologians with careful respect for 
their contexts, histories, and theologies, Hartman invites the reader to think with 
these theologians in light of the reader’s twenty-first century contextual realities 
shaped by increasing secularization and intensifying globalization. 

In Part Two Hartman places Barth, Bediako, and the reader in dialogue 
around five key ‘markers’: Christological, Contextual, Cultural, Constructive, 
and Collaborative (57-61). Each of these five C’s serves as a topic for chapters 
three to seven. Three transversal themes that were important to both theologians 
are interspersed throughout the five chapters: revelation, religion, and culture 
(55-57). Hartman argues Bediako and Barth rethought divine revelation in ways 
that are suggestive for twenty-first century theologians living ‘after’ Christendom 
and colonialism. Hartman occasionally employs the term post-colonial to 
describe Bediako’s work (48), but following Bediako, he downplays the value 
of American-defined postcolonial discourse for Africans seeking continuity with 
their pre-colonial heritage (172).
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Hartman argues that juxtaposing Barth and Bediako – reading them side by 
side – yields fruit, especially for Western theologians (188, 190-192). Western 
theologians appear to be the primary audience for the book in the hope that they 
can humble themselves to become contextual theologians in a pluralist context 
just as African theologians already are (192)! More cautiously, Hartman is hopeful 
that African theologians might benefit from his juxtaposed cross-contextual 
reading of theology (188-189, 196), as long as the resources of Western theology 
are read with a hermeneutic of suspicion (192). He is also suggesting that the 
five C’s could serve as spacious theological loci for contextual theological 
reflection occurring across the globe in the aftermath of the colonial-Christendom 
complex (197). Hartman issues a call for contemporary theology to embrace the 
vulnerable position in which it finds itself, and for theologians to humbly engage 
in reflection in ways that are contextually focused on people’s lived reality in the 
world (197), authentically Christian (197-198), and respectful of the integrity of 
other traditions (195).

This reviewer appreciated Hartman’s re-evaluation of Barth as a contextual 
theologian, as one voice within World Christianity (50-51, 197). I also appreciated 
Barth’s and Bediako’s differing theological readings of Hebrews (122-125, 
129, 160, 180-185). Self-critically, Hartman included Kofi Opoku’s critique 
of Bediako’s view of African religions as preparatio evangelica (174). While 
contemporary theological method is enriched by bringing into critical dialogue 
brilliant theological authors from different ends of the crumbling colonial-
Christendom complex (188), African theologians have argued that the future of 
contemporary theological reflection must also include dialogue with grassroots 
religious communities as part of the theological reflection process. I would have 
appreciated more emphasis on Bediako’s method of engaging in reflection with 
groups in Ghana (160) across cultural, ethnic, economic, and gender lines (191).

African readers will find that Hartman offers a lucid and compelling theological 
reading of Bediako’s corpus. For African readers interested in the resources that 
Barth offers, Hartman provides a careful reading of Barth, drawing especially on 
Volume IV, Section 3, paragraph 69 of Church Dogmatics, the section of Barth’s 
corpus that is most valuable for dialoguing with African revelations, religions, 
and cultures.

Nathan A. Esala
University of KwaZulu-Natal
South Africa
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