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Introduction

South African Christianity, like that in the rest of the African continent, is
explosive, phenomenal, and relative in numbers. Contemporary South African
Christianity is enormously vibrant and diverse. Theologians and sociologists
agree that Africa is continuing to make a major contribution to the shift of the
centre of gravity of Christianity to the Global South taking place in this century.
Researchers on South African Christianity encounter one common trend,
and that is diversity and proliferation. The increasing diversity has led some
scholars to conclude that speaking about African Christianities in the plural, to
emphasise that “different strands or traditions ... may not be compatible one to
another” (Ukah 2007:2). As the recent dynamics and new realities encounter
the emerging African socio-cultural realities that are intertwined with religious
views and outlooks, it has become a highly complex task to attempt to classify

African Christianity

This book is the result of just over two years of work of researching, reading,
discovering, analysing, and reflecting on these dynamics in South Africa. Most
of the lingua franca used is based on South African language philosophies and
worldviews. As a norm, Chapter 1 is built on history. For one to understand the
present, one needs to know the past. The past helps us understand the present.
This first chapter is a pulamadibogo — a preface or a foreword sketching how
Christianity came to South Africa. However, the chapter starts by alluding
that missionaries did not enter a godless continent when they arrived in Africa
with the gospel of Christ. The African God is characterised with benevolence,
sustaining power for protection and prosperity of the human race. Munificence
accompanied by altruism is what this God is all about. He is not remote-
controlling the affairs of the universe, but a transcendent God who dwells

among and reigns supreme above
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For the period 1652-1820, the South African colonial society was dominated by
settlers designating themselves by various names such as colonists, inhabitants,
Afrikaners, Christians, Whites or Europeans. This population was composed,
among others, by of the Dutch, Germans, French and English. Different tribes
received the gospel through different mission agencies, and their reaction to the

Bible message also differed.

The big anathema highlighted in this first chapter is the samewerking —
cooperation of missionaries with the colonial powers. The colonial era was
the era of missionary boom. Colonialism and missions were comrades in arms,
with one target in mind, namely, civilising and converting the pagans. Christian
missionaries championed the theology of partnership with the civil state, in this
regard the imperial authority. This became a seedbed of suspicion for Africans
towards the Christian faith. It also laid the foundation for the unique theology
embraced by Africans trying to understand the God of the Bible — how realistic
and sympathetic is He to the African plight sanctioned by imperialist Western

missionaries.

From the mid-nineteenth century, the Bible became a ‘white’ book and was used
to justify White supremacist ideals. This led to the problem of the gospel and
social justice being at loggerheads, which became the fertile soil for secessions

into Ethiopianism, African Independent Churches, and syncretism.

African Christians continue to reflect on the reality of God, including this God’s
colour, character, and conundrum in dealing with African affairs. In many, these

affairs include marginalisation, misery, poverty and oppression.

South African Christianity is mainly Protestant, of course with significant
Catholic presence. It is also seasoned by a strong African Zionism influence, a
classical Pentecostal faith, and a neo- Charismatic flavour. The Christian faith is

South Africa is still widely divided between Black and White people.

From this historical foundation, the narrative moves in Chapters 2, 3 and 4
towards African understanding of the Trinitarian God. Many Africans struggle

to correlate the God of the Bible and the God presented to them by the
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missionary imperialists. The attributes of God as taught in the Bible seem to be
in collision with the ‘messengers of God’ who teach and proclaim the same God.
The God of the Bible was full of love, mercy and kindness. Questions arose from
the oppressed masses when they witnessed and experienced slavery, physical
brutality, and oppression by the same people who showed and preached love to
and for them. African Christianisation gave birth to numerous negative forces
in African social fabric. The social analysts speak of African miseries of poverty,
corruption, environmental degradation, socio-political corruption, ecological
crises, and various pandemics, epidemics, and endemics. in many parts of the

continent, suffering had become systemic.

African Christians continued to be caught between the gods. After 1994,
authorities started to recognise the once-marginalised spiritual realities, such
as African traditional religions and Rastafarianism. A maturing young adult in

South Africa feels caught between the gods.

The question that continued to bombast Africans had always been, ‘Is the God
of the Bible or the missionaries to blame for these imbalances of the message
and the messengers?’ African Christians still struggle with the theology of the
Whites. For them, it is the theology that justifies oppression, disempowerment,

marginalisation, supremacist ideals, and discrimination in all its ugly faces.

Christ, the centre of Christianity, and or Christology, in general, is caught at
the crossroads. The bone of contention in African Christianity is the identity,
the person, the place, and the role of Christ versus African ancestral veneration.
The Christ of the Bible is rejected either based on his distance from the African
experiential realities, or his misplaced position by Western Christianity in
African reality. Great contenders are Christ and ancestors. The problem
exemplified on the person of Jesus Christ. Who he is took precedence over what
he does. His identity in African theology occupies the central space in discourses.
Soteriology based on Christology seems unrelated to African oppression. Is
salvation without structural justice provided by the Christ of the Bible? Africans

struggle with salvation without liberation or freedom from structural ills. The
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battle in the African minds had always been of the God who seems to be distant

from their experiential realities.

The other contender with Christ for salvation is the witchdoctor; and both
compete for the same clientele who consult one or both for power, protection
and prosperity. These three P’s had been brought into African Christianity. The
Man of God (pastor, prophet, apostle, papa, etc.) is equated with the inyanga/
ngaka (witchdoctor) to bless the faithful with power, protection, and prosperity.
The tactics used by the witchdoctor are not significantly different from that
of the prophet, preacher, or pastor. African Christians yearn for power over
demonic dominion and the structural wickedness. This power is also evoked in

political sloganeering, such as ‘Black Power’.

The Holy Spirit is never a disputed doctrine in African Christianity. African
theology is a pneumatological theology, and African pneumatology is
cosmological pneumatology. This pneumatologyis inclusive regarding salvation,
healing of the earth, and social justice. Every human being has the potential to
be the most powerful earthly being. This is what makes life meaningful. Apart
from power over darkness and wickedness, power can be either political or
economic power. Africans see spiritual and physical beings as real entities that
interact with each other in time and space. The Spirit gives power and frees
people from the fear of demonic dominance and death. The Spirit works in

individuals’ needs - both personally and corporately.

The Spirit of power is always at the loggerheads with African spirituality that
engages the ancestral veneration. The dilemma is how does one separate the

Spirit of God in action and the spirits of ancestors in action?

It has become common to engage royalty, democracy and titles to gain power.
Africa is a continent of royal powers. The king and the chief wield enormous
influence for and through power, prestige, control, and dominance. The man of
God does not appear as a servant, sitting with the flock to ensure their feeding
and protection, but he or she is now on a higher pedestal adorning the stage

with all accompanying decorum of royalty.
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The real power (dunamis) or authority (exousia) are at stake. The life of the
church is dunamis in the Holy Spirit. If one thinks of the Holy Spirit as neuter,
a forceful power or just a soul, and does not realise that he is the Third Person
of the blessed Holy Trinity, one will not understand this power, and it will be
non-existent. The power of the Spirit (or from God) is not given for tyrannical

purposes but for empowerment to live sustainably in a sinful environment.

Chapter 5 argues on how to make Christian God and theology acceptable to
Africans? How to decolonise God so that Africans cannot see him as the God
of the Whites or Westerners? The Bible and Christianity are still wrapped in
Western ideologies and hermeneutics. Some Africans still view the Bible as a tool
of oppression. Theology and Christianity need to untangle itself from Western
interpretations to become relevant to the African context. Decolonisation
of theology means that Africa must become independent with regard to the
theological acquisition of knowledge, skills, values, beliefs and habits. It is
an open knowledge that colonialism does not merely insinuate itself into the
theological content but into the very structures of the curriculum. Theology is
called upon to decolonise Christianity through Africanisation, which is the need
to seek commonalities; affirm African culture, traditions and value systems; and
foster an understanding of African consciousness. Contextualisation, whereby
indigenous knowledge should be developed to ensure that theology and its
transmission relate to the African context, is to be pursued. South African
theology and Christianity should disconnect from missionaries’ practical or
theoretical assumptions of origin, priority, or essence. This is decentring,
which calls for discontinuing the mistakes of the past and not using them as
an excuse for not moving on towards the centre of the biblical and theological
truth. Theology and Christianity in South Africa faces a mammoth task of
deterritorialising the biblical truth and to stop situating the Bible as a European
or a Western canon. When this process is engaged, an indigenisation and
inculturation processes will ensue to make Christianity meaningful to Africans.
The Bible is to speak into the contexts of injustice and African miseries for it to

become a witnessing partner with African contexts.
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Chapter 6 suggests that God cannot be rejected because he is perceived as
the God of the rich Whites. The following questions are used to support this
argument: Is God for the poor or the rich? Does God make White people
rich and Black people poor? Is there any justice to reject the Bible on the basis
that empowers Whites only? What does the Bible say about the poor? Some
Africans associate poverty with spirituality. As far as they are concerned, the poor
will always inherit the kingdom of God. This notion is enhanced by colonial
Christianity that subliminally aimed to subject African Christians to exploitation

and enslavement.

Since poverty is always in African worldview associated with Blacks, rather than
Whites, Africans tend to interpret it not just as a curse, but also as a cushion of
comfort. Racism taught us that since we are not created equal, we cannot have
equal benefits. Many African Christians accepted poverty as part of who they

are — something with a divine source not to be altered or tampered with.

African Christianity is historically marked for its role of disempowering
Africans. It has kept Africans in a position of dependency, and it has justified
the ‘beggar mentality’. The colonial preaching makes an application that the true
riches for a Christian (in this case, African Christian) consist of faith and love

that express itself in self-denial and following Jesus.

Poverty, though significant among the African majority, has become a blanket
for all racial groups. In the colonial and apartheid past, the colour of the skin
offered privileges and preferences. In reality, poverty does not have colour. It

affects all racial groups regardless of the continent or the province of one’s origin.

Chapter 7 gives a historical sketch of the postcolonial religion and how it
has impacted the South African Christianity and religion. Ethnic religions or
African Traditional Religions (ATR) are gaining converts from Christianity
because of the race question. Islamic propaganda lures people with Christian
inclinations because of its claims of a brotherhood that is more genuine than
Christianity. This is fuelled by the fact that theologically the church is one but
is sociologically divided. The South African church confesses communion and

unity but lives dividedly.
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The legitimacy of slavery, colonialism, and apartheid was easily demonstrated
from several biblical texts. The apartheid government appealed to Romans 13
as a tool to subjugate Black people. The text was used to numb the conscience
to say that obedience to the government, regardless of that government’s moral
flaw, is a Christian duty. The new democratic dispensation since 1994 rekindled
the false hope that the nation has entered the Promised Land after years of

slavery (colonialism) and wilderness wanderings (apartheid).

Some external forces with some liberation proclivities entered the foray to
promote true biblical Christianity. Liberation struggles were addressed through
national initiatives and liberation theologies. Christianity was modified through
the enactment of African Initiated Churches together with Pentecostal and

Charismatic revivals.

Chapter 8 brings the reality of South African Christianity down to earth. The
post-apartheid South Africa is a quarter of the century-old now. There is a new
breed of the population that calls for the authenticity of Christianity. This is a
younger generation in South Africa, disqualifying Christianity as an instrument
of oppression. The so-called ‘born-frees’ are the generation that hears and reads
about apartheid and its atrocities. They have never experienced or witnessed it
in its naked form. They come from all racial groups in South Africa. This puts
a spotlight into their identity crisis. They are happy to walk around with their
egos bloated that they belong to South Africa, but deep inside their being, the
reality of meaning and purpose of life reigns supreme. The vacuum that can only

be filled by God still nags at the door of their lives.

Theborn-freesareaBibleignorant generation. In the past, parental responsibility
for entrenching religious convictions was enhanced by the schooling system.
That has been taken away. The parents who relegated their responsibilities to
the school are now facing dawdles uncomfortably. The Bible and the Church
must become relevant to this emerging demographic reality. Other churches
engage this generation, others disengage by holding on to the traditional ways
of doing church, while others remain neutral. This is the time when Christ must

become the centre of everything.
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South African Christianity is challenged by socio-cultural menaces, perpetrated
by the lack of ethics in higher places. This is what chapter 9 tries to address. The
church in South Africa is still divided politically and gender-wise and carries
a stigma towards people’s sex-orientation and those suffering from HIV and
AIDS. It is a church full of scandals in areas of dogma, finances, and sexuality.
Corruption in socio-political structures signifies the church that has lost its

influence in society.

Social sins and structural, systemic corruption abound. But the kind of moral
perversity that harms the innocent church members and/or the vulnerable
deserves no quarter. Moral laxity is rampant at all levels of the church
community. This has become an obvious source of criticism of the church.
Pastoral dignity and integrity are dragged in the mud. The commercialisation
of the gospel is a mark of corruption in the church. The most lucrative and
controversial corrupt practice used to raise funds for some church leaders is to
sell points of contact such as water, oil, or cloths. People in desperation, when
deemed to have sinned, are asked to pay a certain amount of money to the local
church or a so-called ‘man of God’ instead of being led to repentance to receive
grace — God’s favour. The practice of milking finances out of the people easily
lent itself to abuse. Initially, repentant Christians who pledged a certain amount,
always dubbed planting the seed, are promised to receive multiple blessings of
manifold amounts of money they have pledged. Pledgers are made to believe
that salvation is attainable simply through the honouring of pledges made. The
church must confront corruption and prophetically condemn it while pastorally
embracing the perpetrators or corrupters to bring them to repentance and

restoration.

Chapter 10 calls South African Christianity to consider the theological
fundamentals that can address socio-structural miseries. Poverty, misery,
sickness, marginalisation, and unemployment are the realities of South African
societal landscape. South Africa is a nation that is discouraged, distressed,
morally deflated, and emotionally drained. So, religiously meaningless. Politics,

religion, and civility has become the demobilising factors leaving the population
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in a stressful situation. Theology of dialogue should be brought to the centre of
the community. What is crucially needed for South Africa Christianity is the
discussion on how a theology of dialogue can be developed and how this can be
applied on the practical level in the dialogue between religious communities and
persons in different cultural contexts. Discussions should also cover theology
and communal concerns, theology and political formations, theological and
environmental issues, etc. This dialogue is as important in the theological and
political landscape as it was three or more decades ago when apartheid was

addressed as a heresy to be brought down.

A theology of reconciliation should be engaged as a guard against prejudices.
Reconciliation enables humanity to be reconciled to God, community and self,
due to human fall that separated humanity from God, human community, and
self. Humans alienate themselves from themselves because hamartiologically
humans are not forming into what they were created to become. In human
interactions, disagreements are inevitable. Conflicts and contentions are
sometimes resolved and dissolved, and relationships continue normally.
Reconciliation is the restoration of friendly relations. It is the action of making
one view or belief compatible with another. Reconciliation means restoring

one’s relationship with one to be compatible and friendly with one another again.

In the process, South African church is to strive towards a theology of
transformation which leads towards a new way of being a theological community.
Transformation theology offers a theological recognition of the place of the
commissioning Christ in our lives and the lives of others. This theology is a
response to cultural pluralism like the one we encounter in South Africa. It
may also be a response to the pastoral need for the Christian community to
give a clearer witness to the oneness of Christ in a multi-faceted world. These
theologies will shake the church out of the parochial mentality and make a

theological voice vocal in the world.

The last chapter serves as a grand finale — an appeal to theology to be practical
to the South African situation. Historically, theology in South Africa came

wrapped under the blanket of colonialism. The Bible was interpreted with the
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imperialist’s lenses. White supremacy prevailed over the biblical hermeneutics,
while Black inferiority was wrapped under the blanket of indignity, slavery,
and inhuman treatment. White normativity became the central spoke of the
theological turning wheel. Every facet of life was evaluated from the White

European perspective.

Theological decisions based on racial supremacy, and an incorrect interpretation
of Romans 13, led to separate churches, mission churches, entire separate
denominations, the doctrine of separate development, and finally to full-blown
apartheid. South Africa is a convergence point of Afrocentric and Eurocentric
cultures and has the highest White population in the continent. The country
is one of the most misunderstood parts of the world when one considers the
notion of God, including worship and belief systems. This creates challenges
for doing theology in South Africa. And this is a rationale behind the proclivity
towards syncretism whereby Eurocentric theology is mixed with Afrocentric

religious worldviews.

The trinitarian God remains the foundation and the pillar of Christian theology;
and the hallmark of Christianity. God remains transcendent God. Christ remains
the very God of the very God and the very man of the very man. Holy Spirit
remains the third member of the trinitarian God, whose ministry is uniquely
to reveal Christ to humans. Theology continues to speak to bring order out of
chaotic social miseries caused by irresponsible human activities. South Africa
theology should remain steadfast; and her Christianities, in all their diversities

and proliferation, should synergise to bring order to the hurting world.
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Chapter 1

Those walking in darkness
have seen the light

Africa was never a dark or godless continent before the arrival of Western missionaries.
The concept of ‘God' has always been part of African belief system. The African God
is characterised by benevolence, sustaining power for protection and prosperity of the
human race. Christianity arrived in South Africa at the time when African spirituality
was embedded in the cultural worldview. Africans find it difficult to divorce religion
from culture or vice versa. Colonialism and Christianity were intertwined and worked in
synergy for civilisation, Westernisation, and Christianisation of the indigenous groups of
current South Africa.

Different missionary societies from Europe and North America spearheaded missionary
expansions among different populations on the frontiers: The London Missionary
Society (LMS) became prominent among the Batswana and the amaXhosa people.
The Paris Evangelical Missionary Society (PEMS) exerted their influence among the
Basotho people.

There are three major forces in the form of missionary societies that pioneered the
Christian faith among the amaZulu people. These are the London Missionary Society,
the American Board, and the Norwegian Missionary Society (Lutherans). The first two
societies were non-denominational and were predominantly Congregationalist-oriented.

Among the amaSwati people, five missionary forces included the Berlin Mission, Rev. Joel
Jackson's mission station in New Scotland on the Swazi border in 1871, the United Society
of the Church of England, Lutheran missions, the South African General Missions, and the
Scandinavian Alliance Mission.

13
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The VaTsonga people's evangelisation cannot be referenced without the role of the
Swiss Mission in South Africa.

The Berlin Mission Society enhanced missionary work among the vhaVenda people since
like the VaTsonga, evangelism was indigenous through migrant labourers who shared
the gospel after receiving it in Johannesburg and Kimberley mining areas, respectively.

Generally, the Berlin Missions Society focused on the Transvaal tribes of the VaTsonga,
VhaVenda, and Bapedi.

South African Christianity, tainted by colonialism and later by apartheid through the
influence of the Dutch Reformed Church, developed a unique, though unpalatable
theology of racial segregation.

1.1 Introduction

Africa has always been dubbed a dark continent, a continent in crisis, or an
uncivilised continent. The southern part of the continent, with South Africa
as a focus of this book, is seen by many people, here and abroad, as the most
progressive and enlightened part of Africa. The mission agencies of the
seventeenth century did not enter the ‘godless’ territory, though justifiably,
a Christ-ignorant turf. Africans had always believed in a ‘God’ as shown by
some tribal names attached to some form of a deity. One of the errors made by
colonial missionaries was to perceive and report that Africans had no religion,
but only superstitions (P’'Bitek 2011:29). The concept of God in Africa is diverse
but ultimately leads to one conclusion that there is a God. Mawusi (2015:18)
highlights this when he writes, “the traditional religion has preserved a belief
in the Supreme Being, the Great God ... who is the Creator and Lord of the
universe”. This God had always been deemed as the Creator of the universe, the
Protector of human welfare, the ultimatum of human existence, and the apex
of life. The African God is characterised with benevolence, sustaining power
for protection and prosperity of the human race. Munificence accompanied
by altruism is what this God is all about. He is not remotely controlling the
affairs of the universe but is a transcendent God who dwells among and reigns

supreme above life. It is a God who is involved in land productivity as much
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as human relations in the here and beyond. The God of Africa is a God of life
and life in its abundance. The African continent that was invaded with the
evangelistic missions from Europe in the seventeenth century, was indeed not
a ‘godless’ land, but a very spiritual territory. However, its spirituality differed
significantly from the Eurocentric spirituality that is couched and encased in the
metanarratives of the holy scriptures. For most of Africa, God is in and above
the environment. All the visible objects and items in the universe are not idols,

but signifiers of the direct revelation of God.

Africans may use all the materials that their environment puts at disposal in
order to express their ideas about God. For them, everything that surrounds
them exhibits a sort of transparency that allows them to communicate
directly with heaven. (Zahan 2011:5)

Therefore, Africans generally believe in God. They do not doubt the existence
of God in this world. Africans have a sense of awe and reverence for God in
every aspect of life (Mawusi 2015:47). There is a strong belief in God as the
“Maker of heaven and earth” (Kato 1975:30).

As in most, if not all Western missionary—African encounters, the missionaries

always regarded Africans with low esteem.

Missionaries were not only perceived as turning Africans away from their
culture but were also understood to be undermining African culture by
being arrogant, in the sense that they compared African culture to their so-
called superior culture. Consequently, missionaries were regarded as part,
or agents, of the colonising of Africa. (Manganyi & Buitendag 2013:1)

Manganyi and Buitendag continue to point out that there was a common
perception in missionary circles that Africa had no prior religion, and hence,
was a 'dark’ continent. Africans regarded this view and the actions flowing
from as using “the gospel to declare the superiority of Western value systems

[and] using this claim to justify European conquest and exploitation of Africa’
(Goba 1998:19).

In the eastern frontier, the missionaries in their diverse affiliations, depicted the
amaXhosa as a rude and warlike people with barbaric customs and practices,

people of gross darkness and superstitions; and or even worshippers of demons
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(Elphick & Davenport 1997:76). Missionaries saw Africans as immoral, godless,
and primitive — in need of enlightenment through the Western schooling system
to become humans. In this case, enlightenment meant to eat, dress, and act like

a Westerner.

Christianity arrived in South Africa at the time when African spirituality was
embedded in the cultural worldview. Africans find it difficult to divorce religion
from culture or vice versa. The two are intertwined and cosmological atrophy.
The European colonists, who started to arrive in the Cape around 1652, called
themselves Christians. They came from Western Europe, especially from the
Orange Republic (Holland); and were of Protestant heritage with Calvinistic
convictions. They expanded themselves into the interior — what was called
frontiers. These were and are still seen by many as the colonists who carried with
them to the frontier a set of attitudes, most important of which was the notion
that as ‘Christians’ they were culturally superior to the ‘heathens’ whom they

often associated with crudeness, conflict and tragedy (Giliomee 1987:302-303).

The escalating mortification of supremacist ideals and attitude tainted the
ensuing theology that these colonists brought along. The imperialist attitude
and perceptions of the dignity of Africans will always remain an indelible mark
in the conscience of Western Christianity. Christianity that was cloaked and
intertwined with Western civilization is deemed as a chagrin that undermines
the values of African culture. Western Christianity’s superiority complex
enmeshed itself into the African worldview with a common goal in mind: to

change or to civilise the African culture.

But the missionaries had cultural change as their main endeavour, and
almost all other Europeans regarded their own culture as vastly superior
to anything in Africa. They reflected this attitude in all aspects of their
behaviour. They were therefore culturally abrasive to African, whether
consciously or unconsciously. Nor was the clash of cultures muted by the
occasional European effort not to change African cultures, though such
efforts did exist. (Curtin, Feierman, Thompson & Vansina 1990:523)

The attitudes they carried were embedded in the notion of being unable to accept

a situation whereby ‘heathens’ could lord over them as ‘Christians’. This did
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not hamper the expedition of proselytisation by the colonists. A profession of
Christianity at baptism was a passport to freedom and inclusion into a civilised
European society. For many indigenous people, a profession of Christianity
was regarded as substantial grounds for claiming emancipation. This created
some tensions and conflict, as resistance emerged in the response of this cultural
onslaught. Emmanuel Martey (1993:13) highlights this historical truth when he
writes: “Evidence shows how strongly Africans resisted the attempts of both the
colonial administrator and the missionary to dehumanise and obliterate their

cultural identity.”

1.2 How Christianity came to South Africa

During the period 1652-1820, the South African colonial society was dominated
by settlers designating themselves by various names, such as colonists,
inhabitants, Afrikaners, Christians, Whites or Europeans. This population
was composed of Dutch, Germans, French and English, amongst others. They
were from different denominations, such as the Dutch Reformed, Lutheran and

Anglican. Their cultures were also different (Giliomee 1987:359-360).

One observes that the Dutch colonists arrived in the Cape “with a somatic norm
image in their minds, a complex of physical characteristics which formed their
norm and ideal of human appearance” (Giliomee 1987:362). Unfortunately, these
Dutch Christians inhibited these ‘somatic preferences’ whereby the indigenous
populations were regarded as sub-humans or people of lesser humanness.
This influenced even their sexual preferences. Giliomee record that “Colonists
preferred Blacks over Khoikhoi as sexual partners and chose marriage partners
roughly in this order of preference: Europeans, mixed blood, Asians, negro
Africans and Khoikhoi” (Giliomee 1987:362).

For over one hundred and fifty years, the ninety original Dutch explorers
who disembarked from the three ships in the Cape grew in number and their
Reformed faith. The so-called Dutch Period of one hundred and fifty years, saw
the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) growing as the only church permitted in

the Cape. Roy (2017:1) comments that congregations grew from one to seven.

Those walking in darkness have seen the light || 17



The Christian faith spread from the Dutch community to the indigenous
communities such as the Khoikhoi people, the imported slaves, and to the

Coloured community.

The Napoleonic Wars in Europe led to some migrations to the new territories
of the African continent. British migration to the Cape was phenomenal. From
1815 to 1910, the British controlled socio-political spheres of Cape life. For
the first time, the English churches such as Anglicans, Catholics, Methodists,
Presbyterians, Congregationalists and the Baptist entered the South African
territory. The upsurge and the resurgence of the missionary zeal dominated
this era. The foreign missionary societies from different European territories
and North America escalated and exerted their pioneering endeavours on the
African continent, especially in southern Africa. These agencies were mainly
of the Protestant faith, with very few of the Catholic faith. During this period,
the modern-day mainline denominations were planted and took roots. The
expansion of Christianity into the interior was simultaneous with European

colonial endeavours.

Political tensions between the British and the Boers in the Cape initiated what
is commonly known as Die Groot Trek, the ‘Great Exodus’ of the Dutch-dubbed
Boers from the Cape into the frontiers; a step that led to the formation of the
two Boer Republics of the Orange Free State and Transvaal. The arrival of the
French Huguenot settlers in 1820 also made some impact on the expansion of

Christianity in South Africa.

The period is not only marked by colonial expansion, but also by British-Boers
tensions, inter-tribal wars, missionary expansion, the extension of racist ideas,
and above all, the development of ideologies that marginalised the indigenous
populations. Denominational expansion marked the influence of colonialism in
church growth and development. By the end of that era, Christianity was firmly
planted in South Africa, with extensive psychological suppression of African

religion and spirituality.

In his book, The Story of the Church in South Africa, Kevin Roy gives a clear

summary of Christianity or churches at the end of this period:
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As a result of immigration and missionary work during the nineteenth
century, the church saw significant growth, both in numbers and in the
complexity of its makeup. In addition to the original Dutch Reformed
Church (which had been virtually the sole representative of Christianity
for more than a century), there were now also Anglicans, Methodists,
Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Baptists, Lutherans, Roman Catholics,
as well as smaller groups such as Quakers and the Salvation Army. Further
divisions, resulted in two Anglican churches, three Dutch Reformed
churches and several Lutheran churches, and so on, which complicated the
ecclesjastical scene even more. But that was not all. Conflict and tensions
between the indigenous African people and the politically and economically
dominant white people inevitably affected church relations. The closing
decades of the nineteenth century saw groups of African Christians
separating from mission-established and controlled churches to form
African-initiated churches wholly controlled by Africans. The small trickle
was to become a mighty flood in the twentieth century. (Roy 2017:3)

1.3 Christianity among the Batswana

Different mission agencies concentrated on different ethnic groups in some
geographical areas. For instance, the London Missionary Society (LMS) played a
pioneering role among the Batswana tribes. The Batlhaping of Dithakong were
the first Batswana tribe to receive missionaries around 1801. History of the time
shows how Christianity evolved among the Batswana people, including how
Jan Mathys Kok was slain by Batlhaping men in 1806. Later, the missionary
work of William Edwards shows how he left Dithakong for Kanye and laid the
foundation for missions in Kuruman. These two missionaries lived in poverty,

with no support from the LMS.

The Batswana people were introduced to Christianity in four different stages.
The first stage was under the missionary endeavours of John Campbell between
1812 and 1814 and from 1818 to 1881. He was an LMS director and traveller
and was accompanied by two missionaries, James Read and William Anderson.
This missionary team travelled from Griqua Town to Dithakong. Campbell’s
message was to establish order and encourage conversion of the heathen, and
at the same time to promote their civilization (Westernisation). Chief Mothibi,

who wanted non-interference with the Tswana customs, vehemently resisted
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Campbell’s ministry. However, the chief welcomed instructors, especially for
the Dutch language. He vouched for missionary activities and involvement with
the aim of the possibility of trade with the Cape, especially for guns, and not

conversion.

The second stage was the flourishing era under Robert Moffat (1821-1870)
who was dubbed as patriarchal preacher and translator. Kuruman, where Chief
Mothibi settled, became a central point for missions through the interior. It was
a new missionaries’ reception point and ministers’ training centre. Kuruman
was indeed a focal point of missionary activities among the Batswana people. It
is the place where Moffat joined Robert Hamilton. Moffat played a peacemaking
role between the Batlhaping and the Colony; and between Batlhaping and
Mzilikazi’s amaNdebele. Moffat’s stayed in Kuruman for forty years, preaching
and translating the Bible into Setswana. He is noted for refusing the role of
political and military activities to deal with strife. The departure of Chief Mothibi
from Kuruman gave Moffat liberty to establish a mission station, however, his

views about the Batswana morals made him unpopular with the locals.

The third stage was under David Livingstone (1841-1852), who was a physician
and explorer residing among the Bakolobeng and Bakwena. He was liked by
locals for healing their ailments, and because he was Moffat’s son-in-law. The
Batswana also liked him for being sympathetic toward their Setswana culture
and traditions. Livingstone played a significant role in converting Chief Sechele
I of Bakwena and explored central Africa after sending his wife and children

back to England.

The fourth and the final stage was under John Mackenzie (1860-1899), widely
known as a missionary imperialist. He arrived in Kuruman in 1860 and moved
to the Bangwato territory in Shoshong, where he laboured for fourteen years.
He was the last great Scottish missionary to Batswana in the second half of the
nineteenth century. In collaboration with King Kgama III, he built a huge church
in Shoshong. Mackenzie’s legacy extended to the field of education when he
trained teachers and ministers for indigenous ministry. He Involved himself in

Cape politics and missionary work and apologetically favoured British dominion
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in the subcontinent. This resulted in him playing a critical role in the formation

of the British-controlled Bechuanaland Protectorate in 1885.

1.4 Christianity among the Basotho

From the Christianisation of Batswana, we turn to the Christianisation of the
Basotho. Moshoeshoe reorganised the Basotho nation made up of the Sotho/
Tswana and Nguni groups surviving the Difagane upheavals. He established his
capital in Thaba Bosiu where he appealed for missionaries to come and teach
his people. The famous missionaries among the Basotho are Eugene Casalis,
Thomas Arbousset, and Constant Gosselin. They established a mission station in
Morija, 40 kilometres southwest of Thaba Bosiu. In 1837, Casalis moved to the
stone house at the foot of Thaba Bosiu and became an advisor to Moshoeshoe,

who respected him very highly.

While the LMS played a crucial role in Christianising the Batswana people. The
Paris Evangelical Missionary Society (PEMS) worked among the Basotho from
1833 and PEMS missionaries stood with Moshoeshoe through a series of wars
that resulted in decimating his territory. The year 1848 is historically referred
to as the ‘Golden Age’ of mission advances. By this time, the PEMS established
mission stations among the Basotho and Batswana in Bethulie, Beersheba,
Mekoatleng, Berea, Cana, Bethesda, Hermon and Hebron. The tensions were
intensified during the years 1848 to 1854 when there arose a counter-reaction
to Christianity. The Boers, Kora and the Griquas attacked Basotho and King
Moshoeshoe and his subjects were under tremendous pressures. These tensions
within the kingdom led to chasing the missionaries, the British and the Boers
out of the territory. As a result of the tense situation, some Basotho abandoned
the Christian faith. These tensions with the British and the Boers led to some

political decisions regarding territorial boundaries

The post-1854 period is known as the period of consolidation. This period
was marked by the arrival of the Catholics, Anglicans and Methodists. Their
arrival challenged the PEMS’ supremacy over missions among the Basotho.

Of importance is that for survival, the PEMS cooperated with the LMS in the
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Cape. This synergy enhanced the spread of Christianity among the Basotho and
the Batswana. Samuel Rolland and Prosper Lemue went to work among the
Bahurutshe in Mosega, in Zeerust where their missionary endeavours were
disrupted by Mzilikazi. They consequently went to Kuruman to establish a

mission station at Motito.

The Basotho were more receptive to the gospel than the Batswana. Christianity
thrived among the Basotho due to Moshoshoe’s influence and cooperation with

missionaries.

1.5 Christianity among the amaXhosa

The nineteenth century was the time of the sowing of Christianity in the sub-
continent. Just as it happened among the Batswana and the Basotho in the
north and central frontiers, the eastern frontiers were never left unimpacted
by the Christian wave accompanied by imperialist triumphalism. In the eastern

frontier, the amaXhosa people encountered Christianity in three phases.

The period from the end of the eighteenth century to 1820 was a time of simple
encounter with foreign elements into traditional beliefs. The two worldviews
lived side-by-side with a mutual understanding of cultural divisions. Elphick
(1981) summarises this era as an open frontier when several polities zone

without dominance on each other.

The period between 1820 and 1860 was one of conquest. It is a period
characterised by British settlement and missionary expansion into the Xhosa
territory. The British imperialism over the indigenous population was at the
zenith. The imperialists claimed the ownership of the land together with
sacred symbols whereby African traditions were interpreted as pagan while

Christianity was a norm.

During the period between 1860 and 1910, Christian imperialism reached the
summit of White dominance. It was unquestioned and regarded as the norm.

This led to the beginning of an African struggle for the liberation of their
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indigenous symbols, aiming to integrate these with African understanding of
Christianity (Elphick & Davenport 1997:68).

The frontier was a battleground for the British, Boers and the amaXhosa people.
From 1799, the outstanding missionary, known as J.T. van der Kemp sent by
the LMS, laboured among the amaXhosa people. He was unapologetically an
evangelical Christian, who emphasised personal conversion through grace.
For him, the Word expressed in preaching and prayer, was a central channel
of God’s grace. His mission was, in the earlier stage, accepted by the British,
but was later rejected, even by the Boers. The reason for this rejection was his

strong dogma that all people of all races are created equally by God.

Christianity among the amaXhosa is coloured with the emergence of indigenous
prophets such as Nxele, Ntsikana and Tiyo Soga. Their role in the amaXhosa
Christianity is well documented, but it evolved out of White settlers’” invasion
and occupation of the land that belonged to the indigenous people. In 1819,
Nxele formed a military force to attack the English for the repossession of
23 000 cattle of Ndlambe. He claimed to have received a divine mission from
the Great Spirit to revenge through the calling of the spirits of ancestors. He
intended to drive the English across the Zwartkops River and into the ocean.
Ntsikana was a renowned singer and orator. He was revered for interpreting
aspects of missionary beliefs and practices in terms of his Xhosa worldview,
thus incarnating Christ in his African context as an African expression of
Christianity (Elphick & Davenport 1997:77). Tiyo Soga (1829-1871) was the
first Black South African to be ordained in a Presbyterian Church. He epitomised
the ambiguities of the dependence of the new African (Elphick & Davenport
1997:83). He translated many Western hymns into isiXhosa and became a
cultural historian whose folklore enhanced his followers’ nationalist aspirations

as African Christians.

From the latter part of the eighteenth century, the eastern frontier saw the
arrival of various missionaries such as J.T van der Kemp (mentioned previously),
John Philip (LMS), and Methodists such as William Shaw and Stephen. From

1820 onwards, the Methodists missionaries preached the gospel to all sectors
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of society, though with patriotic alignment with the British imperialism. Their
message was the link between the cross and the crown — Christianity and
Colonialism as Siamese twins joined heart-to-heart. The Glasgow Missionary
Society (GMS) entered the fray in 1823 through William Thomson, John
Bennie and John Ross. The Moravians made a short-lived entry in 1823, while

J.L Déhne opened the way for the Berlin Missionary Society (BMS) in 1836.

1.6 Christianity among the amaZulu

There are three major forces in the form of missionary societies that
pioneered the Christian faith among the Zulu people. These were the
LMS, the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, more
familiarly known as the American Board or the Board, and the Norwegian
Missionary Society (NMS) who were Lutheran. The first two societies were
non-denominational and were predominantly Congregationalist — oriented.
They were the loudest exponents of domestic renovations among the Zulus
(Healy & Jackson 2011:3). The early Christianisation of the Zulu people and
other Nguni groups, such as the Xhosas, AmaNdebele and the Swazis, may be
largely attributed to the American Board. The Board began to look to Africa as

a field for missionary work in 1825.

John Philip of the LMS is noted for initially encouraging the Americans to set
out for Natal, where most of the Zulu people were settled. He claimed that these
unevangelised people resided in centralised societies in which private family life,
in bourgeois Protestant terms, was impossible. The Zulu kingdom conglomerate

was interpreted as if the royal aristocracy owns the land, people, and livestock.

Under the supervision of H.P.S Schreuder, the NMS began its endeavours
among the Zulus in Natal during the 1840s and in the Kingdom of Zululand
north of the Tugela River during the following decade. The church influence
and numerical growth was slow and remained so until after the British conquest
of Zulu territory in 1879. During the remainder of the nineteenth century, the

Lutheran faith among the Zulus experienced significant exponential growth as
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rural congregations multiplied. In 1890, the NMS initiated its ministry to Zulus
who had migrated to Durban (Hale 2011:2).

Apart from these three main missionary forces into the Zulu kingdom, there
were others on operating on a lesser scale, but with a heartfelt impact. For
instance, the Berlin Mission and the Hanoverian Mission both planted their
roots around 1847. The Anglican Mission in the Colony of Natal and within
Mpande’s empire began with the arrival of Bishop John Colenso on 20 May
1855. It could be argued that this was not their first attempt because in 1835
Dingane permitted Capt. Alien F. Gardiner of the Royal Navy to commence
missionary operations (Shamase 2015:6). Dr M.J.F Allard of the Roman Catholic
Mission and two or three priests were making some efforts to introduce their
faith among the Zulu people. Mpande also permitted them to start missionary

work within his empire.

The occupation by both the British and the Voortrekkers of the then British
Port Natal could not just happen without cultural collisions. The three forces
(British, Boers and Zulus) entered a point of conflict, which escalated into the
series of battles culminating in the major Battle of Ulundi, which subjugated the
Zulus and subjected them to British empirical rule. The missionaries were not
overtly imperial agents but acted as informants on affairs within the empire for
the benefit of the British colonial establishment in Natal (Webb 1978:75). This
assertion is, however, debatable and disputable. The mission stations suffered

sporadic attacks by the Zulus, especially during the rules of Mpande and Dingane.

Western Christianity and the Zulu traditions were on a serious collision
course. New converts brought traditionalists from their extended families
to the mission stations for mutual residency and support. Those groomed by
missionary education adopted a new identity and embraced some aspects of
the new beliefs. The new educated elite emerged, and “as mission Christians
became increasingly wealthy, they sought to translate this new wealth
into prestige” (Houle 2001:3). As in all missionary-African encounters,
the counter-cultural conflicts were epitomised by commitment, character,

relationships, and socio-cultural religious views. Issues such as witchcraft,
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polygamy and nudity made missionary work among the Zulus very difficult.
One outstanding American Board missionary, Reverend George Champion
demonstrated the hostility that mounted due to the Christian gospel’s anti-

Zulu connotations and cantations:

Yet it is doubtful that the Zulus got much from their Sundays at Ginani other
than socialising and a close look at the curious strangers. Belief in witchcraft
and ancestral spirits was still strong among them. They also laid much stress
on ceremony, holding great dances that began in the day and continued into
the night by the glow of bonfires, but these were more harvest celebrations
or preparations for war than strictly religious observances. Champion, the
sober Yankee, deplored the bizarre costumes and the frenzied stamping,
shouting, and clapping as ‘senseless mummery.’ (Lancaster 1978:5)

Lancaster also records:

One reason Champion, like many other missionaries, made little headway
with the Christian message was that he was so unbending in his attitude
toward native ways. He was quick to condemn, and, for all his intellectual
attainments, he often made little attempt to understand the Zulus’ customs.
One of the noisy celebrations that offended him, for example—the Feast of
the First Fruits—had the practical purpose of ensuring that no grain was
harvested prematurely. Nakedness seemed an abomination to Champion,
and he and [his wife] Susanna passed out dresses made by ‘some kind
Christian friends at home’ to the girls at the mission school. Champion also
deplored the Zulus’ polygamy. With differences like these creating such an
immense gap, it is little wonder that the Zulus responded to the missionaries’
sermons on the mysteries of creation and salvation by ‘conversing, smiling,
taking snuff, & retiring from the audience.’ (Lancaster 1978:5)

The Zulus were so embroiled and ensnared in their cultural morals and customs,
in traditional religion and animism that they did not want to give those up. The
struggle between traditions and the new missions culture planted a deeply seated
conflict rationally and emotionally. Amid this cultural conflict and collision, the
missionary message reverberated and echoed soundly that by accepting this
gospel, the Zulus’ identities as Christians could be translated into lives of both
temporal and spiritual greatness. Abandoning the traditional beliefs, difficult as
it might, was turning one’s life towards a new life with a new identity in socio-

cultural space.
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1.7 Christianity among the amaSwati

In his thesis, The Early Encounter between the Swazi and the Western
Missionaries: The Establishment of the Evangelical Church in Swaziland, 1894-

1950, Sonene Nyawo writes:

According to Swazi tradition, one night in 1836, King Somhlolo dreamt of
people of a strange species, coming out of the sea and entering the country.
They were the colour of red mealies, and their hair resembled the tail end
of cattle. They were carrying two objects: a book (umculu) and money
(indilinga). A voice cautioned the king that the Swazi should take the book
and avoid the money and that they should not fight against these strange
people. He interpreted the vision to mean that Europeans would be coming
to Swaziland with money and the Bible. He advised the Swazi to accept
the book wholeheartedly. Soon after the vision had been related to royal
councillors, the king died. (Nyawo 2004:9).

The Swazi king sent a delegation of indunas to Lesotho to recruit a teacher who
would come to live in his royal village and instruct his son, Mswati. In 1884, the
Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society led by Allison and Giddy responded
enthusiastically. Their arrival led to the founding of a mission at Mahamba,
the site designated by Mswati, who had succeeded his father. The then political
turmoil in the royal house planted a bias against missionaries in the mind of
Mswati and his successors. This continued until the advent of His Excellency,

Sobhuza II. The Methodists re-asserted themselves in 1895.

The arrival and pioneering of Christianity among the Swazis is complex
as missions explorations were intertwined with the royal dictates. In his
dissertation, A History of Christian Missions in Swaziland to 1910, Floyd Perkins

sketches the historical development follows:

=  The BMS sent the Revs D.A. Merensky and H. Grutzner on an exploratory
mission to Swaziland in 1860, but they were refused permission to establish
a mission.

= Rev.Joel Jackson established a mission station in New Scotland on the Swazi
border in 1871, from which he made constant contact with King Mbandzeni
for nine years.
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= A larger presence of missionaries began in 1881 when members of the
United Society arrived to establish the presence of the Church of England.

=  Lutheran contact was made with Swazi people living around Ermelo from
1887 onward and became established in the country.

= In 1891, Rev. John Bailie accompanied by Rev. Dudley Kidd of the South
African General Mission made an exploratory journey to Swaziland to
visit the king and secure his permission to establish a mission station in
Mankaiana.

= In July 1893, a group of four young missionaries from the Scandinavian
Alliance Mission began the construction of a mission station at Bulunga
on the Usutu River. This was the final mission group to enter the country
before the Anglo-Boer war (Perkins 2016:53-130).

As it happens in Africa, Christianity followed by Swazi people incorporates
rituals, singing, dancing and iconography of the traditional Swazi religion.
The primal Swazi expressed their religious world in myths (Nyawo 2004:50).
Stories about divinities in all spheres of life form the worldview. Furthermore,
polygyny and patrilineal descent characterise the kinship system. Missionaries
came to evangelise the Swazis from different countries of Europe and North
America, including South Africa. Their cultural backgrounds and differences
squeezed them into corners to either criticise, radicalise, or compromise. As
Kuper (1946:177) writes: “They brought with them local as well as doctrinal
differences, and established themselves side by side with centres of the traditional

ancestral cult.”

1.8 Christianity Among the vaTsonga

Itis not within the scope of this monograph to give historical and anthropological
origins of South African tribes, but to give some highlights, taking into
consideration their missionary encounters of how they received the missionary

message. Maluleke describes the vaTsonga or Shangans as follows:

The VaTsonga are an ethnic group composed of a large number of clans
found in South Africa, Mozambique, Zimbabwe and Swaziland. Xitsonga
(the language of the VaTsonga) is spoken in all four of these countries.
In South Africa alone, Xitsonga is a language spoken by over two million
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first-language speakers and is one of the official languages of the country.

(Maluleke 2017:iii)
It is impossible to reflect on the history of Christianity among the Shangaan
people without a reference to the Swiss Mission in South Africa. Their first
missionaries, who had spent three years in Lesotho, arrived among the Tsonga
or Shangaan people, who were in the old Transvaal and across in Mozambique.
The Tsonga Messenger, A Quarterly Bulletin of the Swiss Mission in South Africa
amongst the Shangaan Tribe gives the historical sketch that the missionaries had to
learn the new language, translate the Bible, and produce a translated hymnbook.
The first of these — the Buku — appeared in 1883, containing parts of Genesis, a
‘Harmony of the Gospels’ and fifty-seven hymns. In 1894, the New Testament
was published, and in 1907, the whole Scripture (Brookes 1950:10).

One of the primary occupations of the missionaries was to teach Bible literacy,
which was reading and writing. Rev. E. Creux, who was the first teacher,
opened a school in one of the huts of the old establishment, at Valdezia. Already
in 1879, a few young men were ready to be sent to the Bible and Teaching
Schools of Morija (Lesotho). The Tsonga Messenger continues to inform us that
wherever a church was founded, a school followed, and they multiplied rapidly.
In 1899, a Bible school was inaugurated at Shiluvane, near Tzaneen, which was
to serve the two mission fields. However, after the Anglo-Boer War, it was
closed for various reasons, one of which was that the Portuguese government of
Mozambique prevented its young people from attending school in neighbouring
South Africa.

1.9 Christianity among the vhaVenda

The vhaVenda traditionally occupy an area in and around the Soutpansberg
Mountains in the north-eastern section of Limpopo Province, South Africa
close to the borders with Mozambique and Zimbabwe. The name ‘Venda’ refers
to both the people and the territory they inhabit. The eastern boundary of this
region is formed by the Kruger National Park on the border of Mozambique. To

the south is the vaTsonga cultural group. To the north is the Limpopo River,
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the international boundary with Zimbabwe, where many Venda people live
under six chiefs in the southern and central parts of that country. This territory
was encroached by the various Western missionary societies from as early as
1863. By 1940, most notable missionaries were almost well established in Venda

(Mapaya).

It is widely speculated that Christianity was first introduced into the
Soutpansberg area by Africans, rather than White missionaries. The individuals
were converted to Christianity while working as migrant labourers in Natal and
the Cape Colony during the 1860s. In 1872, Carl Beuster of the BMS established
a mission station in Sibasa. It seems that the Berlin missionaries were more
predominant among the VhaVenda than any of the other missionary societies.
They built a missionary station in Tshakhuma, between Mutandabinyuka and
Makuvhukuvhu and in Elim. Erdmann Schwellnus and Johannes Mutshaeni also
worked for the BMS among the VhaVenda at that time (Mathivha 1985:42-43).

1.10 Christianity among the Bapedi

Around 1859, Alexander Merensky and Heinrich Gratzner of the BMS settled
among the Kopa near Lydenburg, where they founded the Gerlachshoop mission
station. Merensky later left Gerlachshoop and established a mission station in
Chief Sekwati’s territory. This mission became successful among the BaPedi and
the society established two more stations. But Sekwati’s son and heir to the Pedi
throne, Sekhukhune, mistrusted the growth of Christianity among his subjects
and when Merensky wanted to baptise his first wife, the chief turned against the

Christians and forbade the preaching of the gospel.

By 1865, matters were very unsafe for missionaries and Merensky decided to
leave Sekhukhune land. He sought refuge among his Christian converts in the
Middelburg district and founded the mission station at Botshabelo (City of
Refuge). Soon, Botshabelo became the convergence nerve of the BMS in South
Africa. Merensky developed this station and established a school, seminary,
workshops, mill and printing press. It is important to highlight the indigenous

missionary zeal prevailing at the time. Under the influence of Adolphe Mabille
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of the PEMS, the first Sotho foreign missionary was Isaiah Seéle, sent to pioneer
among the BaPedi of the then Transvaal in 1863. Much research is needed to

recover this vital part of the history of missions in South Africa.

Botshabelo, under the BMS, gave birth to many mission stations throughout
the Transvaal. Some good examples of those stations include Blauwberg,
Tshakoma, Pretoria, and Medingen. By 1900, the society had established more
than 36 stations and there were nearly 30 000 converts. German missionaries
studied the African languages and customs and soon became authorities on the
subject. To use Poewe and Van der Heyden’s words), they were expected “to
think and live their way into the specific culture of the people” (Poewe & Van
der Heyden 1999:18). Men like Merensky, Knothe, Trampelmann, Schwellnus
and Eiselen greatly advanced the knowledge of African languages and customs.
Alexander Merensky and Albert Nachtigal were the first Berlin missionaries to
work among the BaPedi These, together with others translated the Bible and
wrote a variety of hymnbooks. Missionary work was retarded by the Anglo-
Boer War and by both World Wars. The society found it increasingly difficult
to obtain the funds for the upkeep of the mission work and many stations had
to be closed. After World War II, the society’s Berlin headquarters fell into the
Russian zone of occupied Germany and no new missionaries could be sent to
the field. In 1962, the society gave independence to the young mission churches
and in time these amalgamated with other Lutheran mission churches to form

the independent Evangelical Lutheran Churches.

Regarding the then Transvaal areas, Boer authorities allowed mission societies
they considered to loyal to the socio-political order of the republic’s ideals. The
Northern Transvaal of the mid-nineteenth century developed into one of the
most intensely missionised areas in South Africa. The Berlin Mission, which
started work in 1861, became the largest in the area. It was followed by the
Dutch Reformed Church from 1863, spearheaded by Alexander McKidd, but
later through Stefanus Hofmeyr and others. The Swiss missionaries operated
from 1873, followed by the Wesleyan missionaries from 1885. As in the rest

of the subcontinent, these missionaries frequently claimed to be non-partisan,
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while they identified more closely with the Boer and British invaders into the

area than with the local African rulers.

The Berlin missionaries left the Presbyterian legacy among the vaTsonga and
to a certain extent among the VhaVenda, while among the BaPedi their legacy
was the Lutheran faith. The history of BaPedi missions inevitably culminates
in the formation of the Bapedi Lutheran Church, which is not a scope of this
monograph. By the beginning of the twentieth century, most, if not all cultural
and ethnic groups were exposed to the Christian faith. It can be observed
that the LMS exerted its efforts among the Khoisan, Batswana, AmaXhosa
and AmaZulu. The PEMS focused its mission among the Basotho, while the
American Board concentrated among the AmaZulu. On the other hand, the
BMS zeroed their eyes on the Transvaal tribes of the VaTsonga, VhaVenda, and
Bapedi. The subcontinent was introduced largely to the Reformed faith, which
ultimately made pre-1994 South Africa one of the most Calvinistic countries in
the Global South. This status quo has changed of course since the 1990s when

the new dispensation of democratic secular state started to take roots

1.11  Christianity intertwined with colonialism

It is difficult to separate or distinguish Christianity from colonialism or
imperialism. As West (2016:76) reminds, the Bible was brought to Africa with
the wave of explorers, traders and ecclesial representatives of the medieval
Catholic Church, directed by Portugal. Through the establishments of slave
and trade posts with chaplains in attendance, strategic sites, especially along
the African coastline, were established, and these became the springboards of

missional activities into the hinterland. Mugambi also attests to this:

The exploratory expeditions included chaplains to care for the spiritual
needs of the crews. Wherever they stopped along the African coast they
erected sanctuaries, which became the initial entry points for missionaries.
(Mugambi 2016:107)

Most of the colonialists who entered the African terrain “did not do so with

the idea of helping or ‘civilizing’ the Black people, but for reasons of self-
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interest” (Bujo 1992:39). Colonialism was accompanied by ideologies that were
inhuman and ungodly for Africans - believers or not. For instance, imperialism
is interpreted as the conquest of a weaker country or territory by a stronger
country for political, social, and economical gain. The colonisers were searching
for new raw materials and markets. Imperialism caused the Africans to be
treated as inferior. They were divided through a divide-and-rule governance
system, which enhanced tribalism, ethnicism, and racism at large and still causes
conflicts today. The imperialists wanted to convert others to their religions.
They also wanted to be superior over their new encounters to acquire more
land as they industrialised. Another ideology that was cloaked in colonialism
was paternalism, which is the policy of treating subject people as if they were
children by providing their basic needs but not giving them basic freedoms
and rights. Colonisers, especially the French and the Portuguese, applied an
evil system known as ‘assimilation’. The British did it too but skirted around it
through indirect rule. This ‘assimilation’ is the policy of forcing or encouraging
people to adopt European customs and institutions. The missionary societies
that evangelised South Africa in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were
the champions of assimilation whereby the indigenous populations had to adopt
the Western-style as proof that they have been Christianised. From the early
days of colonialism, mercantilism was employed as the economic theory that
trade generates wealth and profit, therefore, the government should encourage
it. Mercantilism was used to get new markets to sell finished products. It is for
this reason that some missionaries worked symbiotically with the imperialists

for their material benefits. As Paas attests:

Britain’s imperialistic activities in Africa were aimed at finding new markets

and raw materials, attaining world prestige, and spreading the English style

of orderly government. (Paas 2016:374)
The literature contains abundant information that missionaries worked in
comradeship with the colonial rulers. They were in many ways instrumental in
the consolidation of colonialism’s pinnacle of dominance over Africans’ welfare,
education, church, and governance structure. For instance, John Mackenzie

of the Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society pushed vigorously for British
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intervention in Bechuanaland in the 1870s. He was a missionary imperialist — the
last great Scottish missionary to Batswana in the second half of the nineteenth
century. He involved himself in Cape politics and missionary work and is noted
for favouring British dominion in the subcontinent. He significantly played
a role in the formation of a British-controlled Bechuanaland Protectorate in
1885. He, together with other missionaries of the same thoughts, consorted
with colonialists, to “protect African peoples from incursions from the two Boer
republics established after the Great Trek” (Mills 1997:339-340). The White
missionaries living in Zululand actively supported the British invasion of the
Zulu Kingdom in 1879. Later we learn that Volker was in favour of the British
invasion and annexation of the Zulu Kingdom to make missionary movement

among the Zulus feasible and untampered.

The colonial era was the era of missionary boom. Colonialism and missions were
comrades in arms, with one target in mind, namely, civilising and converting
the pagans. Christian missionaries championed the theology of partnership
with the civil state, in this case, the imperial authority. Missionaries and colonial
powers were allies in oppressing Africans. Mills indicates (1997:340) correctly
that “the trinity of Christianity, commerce, and civilization is often interpreted
as evidence that missions were driven by the needs and interests of European
capitalists”. They were partners in the crime of imperialism. “The selfishness
and cruelty of colonialism began to be ameliorated by important developments
in the field of religion” (Paas 2016:338).

No book can be written on this subject without referring to the great explorer,
David Livingstone, who “opened up new markets for British commerce,
believing that trade and conversion went hand in hand” (Beck 1997:109). It
is widely documented, and without any rejection, that missionaries were the
religious imperialists. In many ways, they were encouraged to cooperate with
the colonial regimes. They abhorred African culture and religion and went
out into an arsenal of destroying it and replacing it with the Western culture.
As far as they were concerned, African culture was devoid of any value to be

appreciated or adopted. Missionaries laboured hard to control the heart and the
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mind of the Africans. The kind of education they introduced was the sharpest
tool to fashion this desire. Together with the colonisers, they were not content
merely with replacing the African social system with another. As Bujo recounts:

They had recourse to every available means to impress upon the black people,

in word and deed, that they were inferior to whites, and that the inferiority

was due to the colour of their skin. Black people had to be convinced that

their inferiority was irreversible, unchangeable. (Bujo 1992:43)
The missionaries held on to the control of the church, as they suspected that
Africans were incapable of taking church leadership roles. Paternalism reigned
supreme, as African elders were treated as children still immature to think and do
things for themselves. Pietism was a tool for missionaries, emphasising spiritual
and inward aspects, and neglecting socio-political aspects. Hence the arrival of
the liberation theologies in the mid-1960s was and is still met with resistance by
some Western and African Christians who imbibed this pietism. They claim that
heaven is their goal as their citizenship is in heaven, not here on earth. Social
justice is considered or equated with evil communism or irreligious Marxism.
Indeed, missionaries and colonialists were soulmates, bedfellows bound with
the chord that could not easily be broken. Colonial politics and Christian
missions were intertwined. The lesson was learned that political matters always
divide the church. In the nineteenth century, the abolitionist and secessionist
movements as political forces flowed from Europe and North America and split

the missionary churches of southern Africa (Sundberg 2000:27).

African culture and religion suffered a severe onslaught in the hands of
missionary theology. In partnership with the state, the missionary church
attacked some African practices and intended to eradicate them by all means
possible. For instance, Robert Moffatt’s views about Batswana morals made
him unpopular with the locals. This cultural onslaught was done without any
attempt to understand the African worldview regarding issues such as polygamy,
witchcraft, and ancestral veneration. Moffat went to as far as concluding that
Batswana had no religious beliefs, despite their reverence for ancestral spirits,
and for their supreme spirit, Modimo (Beck 1997:109). Bujo (1992:44) rightly

points out that “the attacks on polygamy and the ancestor-cults of Africa were
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conducted by both secular and religious authorities”. In a similar vein, Madise
comments that “Though the London Missionary Society was to see the church
grow among the Batlhaping, the society failed to recognise the value of some of

the local customs” (Madise:2010:5).

The same notion is highlighted by Munyai who relates:

The first missionaries who brought Christianity to the VhaVenda were

inconsiderate towards traditional religion; they did not take cognizance

of the prevalent religion. This predicament was most alienating, as the

VhaVenda came to accept what was concluded about their religion and as

a result, they became total strangers in the new religion. (Munyai 2007:3)
For missionaries, the genuine evangelisation was the emphasis of stamping out
heathen and immoral customs. They were insensitive towards Africans and
their culture. African spirituality suffered in the hands of the ignorant pietists
who adopted an attitude of blanket condemnation of African culture in all its
aspects (Bujo 1992:45). The Bible message that was preached and practised
by missionaries labelled cultural practices by natives as demonic and barbaric.
Colonisers understood the indigenous people who practised their culture as
being of lesser intelligence and incapable of apprehending reality correctly.
They vehemently vowed to impose not simply their Christian beliefs but also

their cultural, political and commercial values (Beck 1997:117).

The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was the era when politics, religion,
and commerce were closely intertwined. The colonial governments authorised
themselves as the supporters and caretakers of religion. The goal was to destroy
the ‘heathen’ culture and replace it with a Western Christian civilization. As
imperialists were concerned, everything African was barbaric or idolatrous,
therefore needed to be annihilated and replaced with a normative worldview.
Madise enlightens us that during Isaac Hughes’ mission to the Griquas in 1837,
he decided to take a journey to the north. He preached and travelled until he got
to Taung. There, he discovered that the Batlhaping were people who lived a
simple life which, to him, was without ‘faith’. He found that the Batswana people,

like other African tribes at the time, were polygamous, which he interpreted as
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sinful and unacceptable. This view was based on the Western belief system of

[ b
moral values’.

It is to be noted that there were missionaries who, during the colonial era, did
not ascribe fully to these perceptions of the African people. These missionaries
were a festering sore for the imperial rulers as they opposed the ideologies that
reduce Africans to tabula rasa or non-persona. “They sought to defend blacks from
the injustices of colonial rule, not to question the colonial rule itself” (Elphick
2012:64). The Shite settlers and their harsh treatment of indigenous peoples
troubled some missionaries. There are some fine examples of this. For example,
Robert Moffatt, who laboured among the Batswana in Kuruman, strongly
disagreed with the use of political and military activities to deal with strife.
David Livingston was liked by local Batswana for healing their ailments and
because he was Moffatt’s son-in-law. The Batswana also liked him for being
sympathetic toward Setswana culture and tradition. Another example is that of
the PEMS, who during the counter-reaction to Christianity between 1848 and
1854, stood with Moshoeshoe through a series of wars that decimated Basotho
territory. PEMS missionaries, especially Casalis and Philip, together with the
Wesleyan missionaries, were the reliable advisors of Moshoshoe during the land
disputes covering the era of 1843 to 1849. This was the time when the Boers
were vigorously decimating the Basotho territory by self-imposing settlements
in the Caledon Valley. The missionaries also took sides with Moshoeshoe in

land claims.

The missionaries were, in some cases, regarded as sell-outs by the imperial
regimes. This was due to their solidarity with the indigenous people, especially

when these were dispossessed of their land.

Missionaries and churchmen who became involved in political activities,
particularly those who defended Africans against the onslaught of white
political and economic expansion and domination, were anathema to
settlers and colonial officials. (Ballard 1979:7)
Another notable example is the close cooperation of the Bahurutshe
(Batswana tribe) Chief Moiloa II who worked closely with the Lutheran

missionary, Zimmermann. Heinrich Bammann narrates the incident when
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both the chief and the missionary were summoned to appear before the
Supreme Court of the Boers in Potchefstroom. The reason for the summons
was Zimmermann’s criticism of the Boers inhuman treatment of their
Bahurutshe labourers. The missionary took sides with Africans and went as
far as encouraging them to rebel against harsh treatments they were given by
these Boer invaders. The outcome of this case is elucidated:

After several hours, when the charge failed to produce a successful outcome,

the President, in his capacity as counsel for the accusers, was the first to leave

the court, followed by all the others. The only people left were Zimmermann

and Moiloa II. A court decision was never handed down. The hall was

totally deserted. This episode in court was a lesson to the Boers. They had to

concede that the missionary had asserted himself. No further charges were

brought against Zimmermann in Dinokana. (Bammann 2016:62)
Consider Dr David Livingstone who was horrified by some Afrikaners who
slaughtered more than a hundred people in a bloody slave-hunt in 1852. These
Afrikaners invoked biblical text of Deuteronomy 20:10-14, and appealed to
the Divine Law of Joshua, “providing themselves with biblical warrants for
exterminating indigenous people” (Schapera 1974:84-85). Such warrants or
pretexts came out as allegorical interpretation that enhanced the Afrikaner
nationalism of the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century
(Brett 2009:15).

The missionaries of that era were evangelically convicted to embrace what came
to be known as gelykstelling (racial equalisation). This became the colonists-
missionaries’ basis of tension. Both the missionaries and the colonialists believed
that Africans and the European settlers could not find a common ground.
Europeans, both the British and the Boers, were starting to draw lines of
division between the races. Africans were at the receiving end of discrimination.
This was the beginning of Africans’ denial of their civil rights. During the
mid-nineteenth century when missionary explosion was engulfing southern
Africa, colonialism was starting to develop an embryo evolving into a mature
chicken - apartheid. The structures of apartheid were beginning to become
apparent, even though there were no official laws to that effect. The historical

dictum is that “black people were nonetheless treated in a discriminatory and
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derogatory manner” (Bammann 2016:201). Racial inequality started to take
shape in the emerging industrial economy that was surfacing in the land due to
urbanisation. This urbanisation was the result of the discovery of diamonds and
gold, extensive commercial farming, and the re-settlement of Europeans in the

interior of the land.

John Philip of the LMS was known for taking sides with the indigenous people,
though in some instances, in a paternalistic way. Reading about him sometimes
leaves me confused, especially when I read some of his sayings regarding the
indigenous people and the imperialist government. During the zenith of his

ministry among the AmaXhosa people, for instance, he declared:

While our missionaries are everywhere scattering the seeds of civilisation,
social order, and happiness, they are, by the most unexceptionable means,
extending British interests, British influences and the British Empire ...
Wherever the missionary places his standard among a savage tribe, their
prejudices against the colonial government give way ... and every genuine
convert from among them made to the Christian religion becomes the ally
and friend of the colonial government. (Philip 1828:ix-x)

Chief Maqoma consulted Philip seeking counsel regarding the brutality of the

British Governor, Sir Benjamin D’Urban. Philip gave the following advice:

If they (the soldiers) drive away you people to the point of the bayonet, advise
them to go over the Keiskamma peaceably; if they come and take away your
cattle, suffer them to do it without resistance. If they burn your huts, allow
them to do so; if they shoot your men, bear it till the governor comes, and
then represent your grievances to him, and I'm convinced you will have no
occasion to repent for having followed my advice. (Philip 1828:x)

Do these two narratives leave any reader with a question of Philip’s allegiance:
oppressed indigenous communities or British imperial regime? His actions later,
when he ascended the pinnacle of London Missionary Society’s governance
structure in the Cape, he viewed things differently. For instance, he proposed
that the Khoisan should acculturate by showing the outward signs of civilisation
rather than been denied civil rights as the colonialists did. (Elbourne & Ross
1997:38) point out that Philip pleaded for equal civil rights for all free people
in the colony, irrespective of colour. This, as far as he was concerned, would be

consonant with the abolition of slavery. He championed the cause of Khoisan by
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promoting equal economic rights that will consequently lead to the fundamental
cultural change. His conviction was that the Khoisan should regain their lost
land from the settlers, participate in the White economy, and adopt Western
civilisation as expressed, for example, in property ownership, hygienic practices

and Western clothing.

Some missionaries broke the shell to enter the embryo of racial imperialism
by marrying African women. For instance, Van der Kemp at age fifty-nine
in 1806 married a fourteen-year-old Malagasy slave girl, who bore him four
children. His second marriage to the Khoisan woman added salt to the wounded
Puritan conscience of his contemporaries and colonial counterparts (Elphick
2012:16-17). His successor James Read also married a Khoisan woman and
is reported that he had some sexual relations with another Khoisan woman.
Further in the interior, Johannes Winter of the BMS identified strongly
with Africans to the point of offering his daughter to marry the Bapedi Chief
Kgolokoe. He aligned himself with the Bapedi Lutheran Church, which broke
away from the Berlin Mission in 1890 (Elphick 2012:59). One sad story is that
of 1889 when a Zulu woman called Dalita Isaac made an open confession of
having sexual relations with a missionary of the American Zulu Mission (AZM)
known as Erwin Richards. Erwin was White and was married while this extra-
marital affair happened. There were debates about the nature of this physical
act. Was it a coitus interruptus, as there was no resultant pregnancy or just a
physical touch? Literature abounds in how this revelation blazed in the mission
field as sin beyond forgiveness. The letter she wrote to reveal this “reflects much
about the association between sex and sin in the context of Christianity, more

specifically Christian mission” (Couper 2017:61).

Thomas Jensen, like Livingstone, was a socially concerned missionary, taking
interest in the welfare of the people he ministered to. He was not only concerned
about the salvation of their souls. “During times of distress he offered his help
by providing a social, charitable and medicinal service to all people.” (Bammann
2016:149). The missionaries were in some incidences a fortress of hope,

especially after many inland areas had been destabilised by Mzilikazi and the
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invasion of the Boers in their territories. They “sought emotional security in the
Christian faith, as well as moral protection with the missionaries” (Bammann

2016:198).

The bottom line is that Christianity suffered rejection due to missionaries’
ignorance or naive approaches of dealing with Africans. My former colleague
at the University of the Free State, Dr Joel Mokhoathi correctly points out that:

Within the modern missiological debate, there are scholars who contend
that the attitude of early missionaries towards the African cultural and
religious heritage was often misguided. Early missionaries are accused of
being too much involved with their own culture (colonialism included), did
not understand much of the African culture, and worked hard to destroy
what they did not understand. (Mokhoathi 2018:18)

1.12  Christianity in current South Africa

By the end of the nineteenth century, after a century of political upheavals,
religious revivalisms, and extensive African proselytism, most, if not all the
people groups in current South Africa were exposed to the Christian missionary
message. The church had established mission stations, educational centres and
healthcare facilities. Kumalo gives these as some reasons why the churches have
been hailed for their work in Africa:

First, they provided much-needed education, which produced the first cadre
of African elites who would later lead their people to independence. Second,
they provided much-needed healthcare systems by building hospitals and
clinics that saved lives, especially during the time when colonial governments
had less value for African life. Third, and most important for this article,
these churches participated in the struggle for the liberation of the African
people. (Kumalo 2014:226)

The political landscape metamorphosed periodically, affecting the socio-
economic dynamics in some very significant observations. Population dynamics
and settlements developed a new complexion. The Brits were at the zenith of
their imperial ideology, Boers were emerging out of British brutality, and the
Black population groups were subjected to oppressive laws regarding their land

ownership rights, suffrage, and political franchise. British colonialism, which
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was enhanced by apartheid in the middle of the twentieth century had exerted
its influence in all areas of life for South Africans. It became an oedema that
swelled and ruptured into racism, bigotry, and prejudice that negatively affected

the validity and authenticity of the Christian theology.

The current South African Christianity evolved into White Christianity,
mainly from the West; African Christianity seceded from White Christianity
with aspirations of African churches governed by Africans; and Afrikaans
Christianity which evolved and is encapsulated by and within Afrikaner
nationalistic ideals. South African Christianity is mainly Protestant, of course
with significant Catholic presence. It is also seasoned by a large African Zionism,
Classical Pentecostal faith; and neo-charismatic flavour. The Christian faith is
South Africa is still widely divided between Blacks and Whites. It is divided

significantly more on a Sunday than any other day of a week.

1.13  The church and apartheid

From the mid-nineteenth century, the Bible became a ‘white’ book. It was
used to justify White supremacist ideals. Bibliology was warped in enhancing
an emerging “White African tribe’ concerned with preserving its identity and
authenticity in socio-religious strata of the society. The year 1652 is remembered
as a catalyst that gave South Africa a new epistemological landscape. The
new Dutch settlers in the Cape were not intended to settle permanently, but
to establish a half-way station that could supply fresh consumables for the
European crews to the Dutch East Indies. These settlers were Calvinists and
belonged to the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC), which was ecclesiastically
under the Amsterdam presbytery, and financially under the United East Indies
Company (Schaaf 1994:199).

The population dynamics took a new complexity as slaves from Asia and other
parts of Africa arrived in the Cape. The indigenous people (Khoisan) and the
settlers mixed both romantically and otherwise to create a new people group
that is today termed ‘Coloured people’. The Cape colony was forming and

was enhanced by the arrival of the French Huguenots in 1688. The German
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immigrants appeared in the nineteenth century. Later, the British entered the
scene and by 1806, took over the Cape politically and intellectually. The British

missionary societies entered the fray and mostly treated Africans as equals.

The year 1857 is crucial in South African church history. The first indigenous
people, the Batswana, received the Bible in their language through the efforts of
Robert Moffat. In the same year, the DRC passed a resolution that it was humane
and biblical that the heathen converts be received into existing congregations.
“Church finally and decisively succumbed to popular pressure 1857, when at a
stormy Synodal meeting the practice of ministration of white and non-white
was sanctioned.” (Ritner 1967:19). This 1857 decision has become the major
watershed church’s racial policy by which the Afrikaner community sanctioned
and institutionalised racial separation along colour lines that enhanced some
prejudice. The resolution not only settled the question of the of Coloured
members but laid down the pattern for the future relations with non-Whites,
unwittingly providing print for what was to become the cornerstone of the
apartheid ideology - eiesoortige ontwikkeling, or group development along
indigenous lines (Ritner 1967:19). They saw it necessary to establish separate
churches for the converted heathens. The man who played a pivotal role in this
resolution was Rev. A. Murray — one of the Scottish ministers who came to
strengthen the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC). The DRC, in its missionary
zeal brought by Scottish revivalist spirit, developed the notion of separate
churches for people of Black and Coloured descent. So, separate churches
were both a bibliological and missiological intent. It was around 1856 when
a Xhosa girl, Nonqause uttered some prophecies about the destruction of the
invaders (White people) by some supernatural powers. The event known as
the cattle-killing tragedy left many amaXhosa poverty-stricken after losing their

treasured livestock.

Consequent to the so-called Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902) the British emerged
victorious while the Boers emerged squashed politically, socially, economically,
and intellectually. This led them to the struggle for spiritual emancipation. Out

of the British brutality in the concentration camps, they emerged determined
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to fight for the survival of their volk. The path of war’s perceived destination
was freedom from British oppression, gaining economic, and spiritual freedom.
Hence in 1948, when they came into power, their first prime minister was a
Dutch Reformed minister and a theologian, D.F. Malan. By the time they had
ascended to the power of the government, the Boers had already made some
indelible strides. They had formed their new language (Afrikaans), adopted a
revised schooling system (basic education in their language and three universities
offering tuition in their language), and printed a Bible in their own language
(1933). Economically, they had emancipated themselves by opening their own
bank (Volkskas), insurance company (Santam), and few other entities that
worked towards their self-assertion and liberation from the British imperialist

oppression. Schaaf paints this picture well:

God’s hand brought Dutch Calvinists to the Cape; enabled the group of
the free burghers to grow into a people; freed from the Great Trek from
the degeneracy of anglicised and liberal Cape colonial society; preserved
them from black attacks (the Blacks were the Canaanites in the promised
land!); and established them in the freedom of republican independence.
But the Evil One continued his attacks on the chosen Afrikaner people;
British imperialism pursued them; a century of injustice culminated in the
Boer War, which brought in its train the loss of independence, and thus
poverty, oppression and anglicisation. Only through courageous faith
and uncompromising obedience to their calling can the Afrikaner people
have a future. In this belief the Afrikaners set themselves apart, organised
their own nation and finally in 1948 won the election against their liberal
British opponents. Thereafter, with unbending faith in the rightness
of their conceptions, they built South African society on the model of
separate development, under white national Christian Afrikaner rule. They
themselves called this the policy of separate development; the rest of the
world called it apartheid. (Schaaf 1994:201)

Looking at this assertion, one picks up the fundamental Afrikaner theology
which promotes White supremacist ideals. The doctrine of election and
the theology of covenant is all-inclusive in this theology. Bibliology is at
the crossroads in Afrikaner theology. The Bible is used to justify this dogma

that promotes the division of humanity into race classifications, peoples, and

languages as the conscious work of God. Genesis 10 and 11 are used to justify
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these classifications. Inevitably, the notion is clearly the master-servant attitude
towards other people. It is paternalism that regards ‘others’ as nonentities that
cannot think for themselves. The ‘civilised people’ must think and decide for
these ‘others’. This bibliology vies for conclusions that people are of equal value
before God but not alike. It claims that the Bible points out that there are masters

and servants in respective positions where they must excel.

I do not intend here to sketch a well-known historical unfolding of the DRC’s
justification of apartheid. But to point out that it has cluttered Christianity and
shaped theology in South Africa. It created a bedrock for liberation themes in
theological debates. Apart from the African Initiated Churches (AIC) and the
latest Black charismatic formations, no church in South Africa can dub itself
immune from practising apartheid. They embraced it by vocally or biblically
supporting it, developing apartheid-aligned ecclesiastical structures; or
remaining silent and mutant instead of being prophetic. Mashau and Mangoedi
(2015:2) correctly point out that these churches “have created religious codes that
keep the ‘different others’ in the margins”. The Catholics, Anglicans, Lutherans,
Reformed traditions, and the classical Pentecostalists were there when people
suffered the brutality of ungodly ideology that undermined humanity created in
and carrying the imago Dei. The approach of quiet diplomacy is in many ways
subliminal support of the status quo. A theology of silence is not an option when
social justice is at stake. This was demonstrated by Ray McCauley of the Rhema

Bible Church at the Rustenburg Conference when he stood up and confessed:

Despite our short history, we recognise our guilt in that, for some of us, our
opposition to apartheid did not go far enough ... we were often silent when
our sisters and brothers were suffering persecution

We confess that our silence in these areas was in fact a sin, and that our failure
to act decisively against all forms of apartheid made us party to an inhumane
political ideology. (McCauley, cited in Alberts & Chikane 1991:26, italics
added for emphasis)
For evil to flourish in society, it only requires a good church to do nothing.

When politicians destroy, theologians must build and bind. Silence in the face

of oppression of humanity cannot be justified. I heard the statement many

Those walking in darkness have seen the light | 45



times, and I don’t know its source: Evil flourishes when good men do nothing.
The Sharpville shootings of 21 March 1960 became a decisive factor for both
the church and the state. The World Council of Churches (\WCC) convened
a conference at Cottesloe in Johannesburg, where government brutality was
condemned. Politically, the then prime minister, H.F. Verwoerd, vehemently
opposed WCC proposals. The church faced a difficult decision. Most English
churches condemned the brutality of the state, whilst the Afrikaans churches,
especially the DRC, defended the government’s right to counter violence
with violence as a means of preventing chaos and revolution (Roy 2017:161).
Theology and Christianity in South Africa started then to chart the way forward

exerting the efforts of relevance in a wounded society. Resane correctly notes:

This is exitus acta probat — the event proving the act that charted the

way to the future. Political responsibility is part of prophetic function

of the church. Disengagement from the cries of the masses is not

consonant with Christ’s character and attitude. (Resane 2017:22)
Apartheid and church symbiosis are an oxymoron. It is theologically water
and oil that cannot mix. The strength and the power of South Africa rely on
the prophetic church that is ritually cleansed of apartheid and its byproducts
of prejudice, racism, bigotry, and all sorts of colour bars. Bible-believing and
Christ-exalting churches cannot rationalise any form of discrimination. The
church should be original by speaking the truth that is embedded within the
metanarratives. Theologically and in practice the church should strive towards
the principle of the Communion of the Saints, there should be the equality
of believers within the church irrespective of colour or status. Common
membership and common worship should be the norm. Scripture teaches the
unity of the races. All people are created in the image of God and are of equal

worth.

The church and the Spirit dwell together to release the freedom to those who are
attached to Christ. Just as the church and the Spirit are intertwined, so should
the redeemed of the Lord. The church is a unit that cannot express its joy in
division, separateness, or disconnection. Church unity is church strength. The

divided church is crippled prophetically and wounded biblically. It is erroneous
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theologically, and bankrupt spiritually. I believe that all races are one in Christ,
but this unity is a super-national, spiritual unity which does not cancel racial
differences and colour-boundaries but recognises and sanctifies the diversity in
unity (Ritner 1967:26).

1.14 The gospel and social justice at loggerhead

For many years there have been two voices in South African Christianity
regarding the gospel and justice. One stream embraces a sharp division between
the two, with no blurrylines or grey areas. They perceive the two parallel streams
without any intersection whatsoever. The other stream perceives the two as
one unit that cannot be separated. They claim one cannot be gospel-relevant
without socially concerned and that social justice is inclusive within the gospel.
From the time Christianity was introduced in South Africa in the middle of the
seventeenth century, the division has always been propagated through pietism
that promoted inner experience of Christ as above any social involvement. On
the other hand, there were those missionary activists who were at the forefront
to promote the incarnational gospel by promoting a social welfare of and for the
indigenous people. They built hospitals and schools to that effect. They insisted

on the prophetic role.

Prophetic ministry immerses itself in natural and social justice.

Kerygma and incarnation operate in synergy. Jesus proclaimed the news

of the kingdom, and cared for the socio-physical needs at the same

time. (Resane 2017:23)
As stated earlier, some missionaries were both Christ-activists and colonial
imperialists. The consequences of this approach impacted South African
Christianity, especially in the twentieth century. While those who were
kerygmatically audible were regarded as sell-outs in some quarters, those who
were incarnationally involved were sometimes regarded as communists or
terrorists. Preaching the gospel for the conversion of souls, and nothing else,
was the focus, whilst the thought that preaching should not be divorced from
social justice was eyed with suspicion. The prophets in the nation like Desmond

Tutu, Frank Chikane, Allan Boesak, Buti Tlhagale, Beyers Naude and many
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in the faculties of theology, and some ecclesiastical formations, were at some
stage referred to as communists by the regime. Preachers who never made any
political statements such as Nicholas Bhengu, Reinhard Bonnke and others were
regarded as pacifists ... messengers of peace. The gospel and social justice cannot
be separated.

The fact remains that theology and public policy are open for scrutiny.
Theology plays a role of challenging the public policy if it overrides
natural and social justice. The church’s prophetic voice must not
recoil into obscurity when the state repression escalates to the total
onslaught of human dignity. Privatised religion is dangerous. (Resane
2017:23)
The gospel of peace was preached in and to the wounded, crying, and divided
society. Kerygma took precedence over incarnational justice. In the latest
developments, the neo-charismatics promote the gospel of health and well that
comes by following the planting-a-seed system. This is giving financially to
the church leader, with the faith or hope of getting more returns. The masses’

poverty and the desire for more have become some form of parochial self-

enrichment.

For about three centuries, the state brutalised the African masses through
colonialism, imperialism, and apartheid, with little or no condemnation by
the church. Africans were de-culturised, disenfranchised, marginalised, and
balkanised through the justification from ecclesial formations. The oppressors
had always been avowed Christians who adored Christ and cherished His Word,
the Bible. Like the real slave masters, the whip on the right hand was accompanied
by the Bible on the left hand. A cruel master is a saint on Sunday when during
the week vulgar is substituted with kind biblical utterances. My friend told me
that his mother works for the Jewish family in Johannesburg. From Monday to
Friday afternoon, the Jewish master is a raging bull, but come Friday, the bull
becomes a lamb walking to and from the synagogue, walking in humility and
greeting everyone he meets with Shalom Aleichem. What is proposed here as a

viable option is that preaching and social justice move together in synchrony.

Proclamational activities in missiological endeavours must be balanced with
incarnational (presence) endeavours. Proclamation must be balanced with
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presence or incarnation .. The proclamational activities synthesised or
enthused by the Holy Spirit should address the human misery brought about
by the decadent political regimes at hand. Kerygma is theology in action.
Proclamational activities without incarnational exertion nullify the validity

of theology in context. (Resane 2019:2)
The problem of the gospel and social justice at loggerheads has brought a different
kind of faith ontology. It became the fertile soil for secessions into Ethiopianism,
African Independent Churches, and syncretism. When proclamation and
incarnation are at loggerheads, the sparks of reaction become inevitable. For
instance, Ethiopianism came into being, not due to disagreement regarding
dogma or liturgy, because proclamation by missionaries was not consonant with
lifestyle especially of treating fellow Christian African leaders as equals. African
Independent Churches came into being due to the imperial church’s dominance
over the church, without allowing Africans to emerge as leaders. Syncretism is

the African efforts of aligning African spirituality with biblical spirituality.

The truth remains that withdrawal from the socio-political landscape (world)
is anathema.

There is some tendency for many evangelicals like the Baptists, to

withdraw from any discourse that involves incarnational expression of

the love of Christ in socio-political spheres. Contextual engagement

is regarded as being political, therefore not being spiritual enough.

(Resane 2017:25)
The withdrawal as opposed to immersion, cannot be an option. Christianity
should immerse itself in the world where justice is at stake and play a prophetic
role there. For “The prophet brings the church back to confession” (Sundberg
2000:27). The church should become more prophetic and pastoral, thereby
contributing social capital, time, allegiance, and talents to the development of the

society rather than becoming parochial and inward-looking (Kumalo 2014:229).

1.15 African Christians reflect

Our society is full of imbalances. It is characterised by opposing binaries in many

ways. The rich and the poor, the haves and the have-nots, Black and White,
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believers and non-believers, the educated and the uneducated, the civilised and
the uncivilised, the qualified and the unqualified - the list can go on. As a result,
Africans start to reflect on these things and interrogate aggressively about their
origin, knowledge systems, spirituality, and such like. Questions arise about
the reality of God, including this God’s colour, character, and conundrum in
dealing with African affairs. These affairs in many cases include marginalisation,
misery, poverty and oppression. Africans ask questions that their oppressors
find difficult to answer. Their Blackness becomes a spotlight that zooms into

their consciences.

Imbalances that breed these questions result in frustration and demoralisation.
The reality of God becomes a suspect. God seems to be the God of the “Whites’.
No matter the economic viability in the country, the Whites seem to be enjoying
better benefits. Their places of worship are elegantly structured and super-clean.
Their missional endeavours, such as providing food and clothes for the poor,
are always a success. The supermarkets — Pick-n-Pay, Spar, Woolworths, and
others — listen and respond to their appeal for food to the poor, while ignoring
their Black counterparts’ same appeal. White missionaries in the field do better
than Black missionaries. The infrastructure and the necessary tools are always
available to them. Are these two serving the same God? Is God hospitable

enough for people of different skin pigmentation?

These socio-economic imbalances put theological reflections on a spot. The
God of wonder beyond the galaxies is confined to the laboratory test tube.
Hence Africans wander in and out, seeking some supernatural interventions
in their miseries. They run after miracles, seeking some divine interventions
that can lift them out of devastations of life. The God who does not come to
their rescue becomes questionable. “Where is God when it hurts?’ Africans ask.
During the apartheid era, Africans expressed their emotions in songs such as
‘Senzenina?’, which means “What have we done?” What have we done to deserve
this maltreatment? What have we done to be so dehumanised? Most of African

music has some military rhymes and rhythms to express the war they are caught
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in. African limericks and jingles are the emotive expressions of misery with the

hope of victory arising in the horizon.

Christ becomes a ‘brother’ not sympathetic to African conditions. This put
mainstream Christology at the crossroads. Christ is now inside the ring
competing with ancestors. Questions such as who is superior in dealing with

African misery? Christ or ancestors? A later chapter addresses this subject.

These imbalances drive Africans to reflect on their spiritualities. The African
Traditional Religions are re-called into some turbulences of the soul. The
resurgence of spiritual connection through ancestral veneration comes into
play. The witchdoctor or spiritist who was marginalised is now at the centre
stage in addressing questions that the God of the Bible seems to be unable to
answer. The ecclesiastical declarations seem to be answering questions that the

masses never asked.

Amid this scenario, there comes a prophet, an apostle, a pastor, man of God,
Papa, who surfaces himself as a di ya thoteng di bapile (comrades in arms) and
the witchdoctor. This pastor and the witchdoctor are not rivals at all. Both are
consulted for the same reasons: power, protection, and prosperity. Africans like
to know who their allies or enemies are. They desire to hear someone telling
them mysteries that surround them. For them, spirituality is a deeper connection
with the spiritual world to behold the hidden mysteries in the unknown world.
Like the Apostle Peter at Jesus’ grave, they would like to stoop down and see
the inner part of the grave. They like to search intently and with the greatest
care (1 Pet 1:10). In African worldview, the prophet and the witchdoctor both
deal with and are connected to the spiritual world. They are prepared to pay
whatever it takes — cent, chicken goat, sheep, or a cow - to consult someone
who can reveal the hidden things in their lives, especially things that relate to

spiritual activities such as witchcraft.
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Chapter 2

Strange God colludes with
the gods of the land

The missionary God of the Bible presented to Africans seems to conflict with the real
God. The attributes of God as taught in the Bible seem to be in collision with the
messengers of God who teach and proclaim the same God. The God of the Bible is
the real God, but the God of the missionaries is a fake God, who does not verbally or
incarnationally express the God of or in the Book, the Bible. Africans question the validity
of the virtue of the brotherly love preached by the White people as per the dictates of the
Bible, yet the same love is not evidenced by lifestyle, conduct, and relationships of White
people with Africans. The God of the White people is cruel, merciless, and lacks a sense
of empathy and sympathy with African masses. He is the God who sees ‘white’ only,
not ‘black’. He is the God of the privileged elite who command other people's public
and private affairs. He seems to be elevated above his creation and remote controls the
universe and its eventualities. The Whites are God's favourites, hence endowed with all
life orientation faculties to rule ruthlessly and regard the less fortunate as nonentities
or non-persona. The God of the Whites is legitimised by the sporadic biblical texts that
Black people are the cursed Canaanites to be subjugated as slaves or servants, else
cleansed from the face of the earth.

Africans were not accepted as genuine Christians until they succumbed to European
culture. The Bible message has been used as a thoroughly White supremacist strategy
of imperial force, but this later led to a realisation that the God of the Bible is not the
White God. So, the White people were and still, in some instances, regarded as failures
when coming to the endorsement of the metanarratives. The Bible has not changed. It
is the same Bible that the White missionaries brought to Africa. This Bible remains the
rule of faith — the message with potent transformational power speaking to people in all
geographical and circumstantial settings. The Bible is not the property of White people,

52 | SOUTH AFRICAN CHRISTIAN EXPERIENCES



even though they are the ones who brought it after they received it from Asia. It remains
the message of peace and hope to the hurting world.

Theologians must realise the importance of appreciation of African cultures and
traditions. African theologians must find ways to integrate some aspects of African
cultures and practices within Christianity. Cultural identity should be viewed as a
historical continuation into Christianity rather than as its opponent.

Theology is expected to answer human miserable conditions. It has a legitimate right to
rise above the situation. God's voice is expected to be loud and clear to raise awareness
and his character of loving-kindness and mercy. This can be done through the audible
voices of theologians, which can break silence and usher in the message of hope in the
hurting world.

2.1 The God of the Bible, White supremacy and normativity

Many Africans struggle to correlate the God of the Bible and the God presented
to them by the missionary imperialists. The attributes of God as taught in the
Bible seem to be in collision with the messengers of God who teach and proclaim
the same God. The holistic worldview that Africans carry find it difficult, if
not impossible, to separate the sender and the messenger. Roberts (1987:23)
correctly declares that Africans possess the vision of wholeness or integration of
life, wherein sacred and profane are relative terms. The messenger is expected
to be a replica of the sender. An ambassador does not sell his ideology or
product, but those of the sender. This oxymoronic synergy of the God of the
Bible and the European missionary drives Africans to the corner of the crisis of
conscience. In their view, the God of the Bible is the real God, but the God of the
missionaries is a fake God, who does not verbally or incarnationally expresses
the God of or in the Book, the Bible. Africans question the validity of the virtue
of the brotherly love preached by White people as per dictates of the Bible, yet
same love not evidenced by lifestyle, conduct, and relationships of the White

people with Africans.

Africans were expecting the missionaries to be preachers of the word. As

preachers, they were expected to be the heralds, whose chief requirement was
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absolute fidelity. As heralds and God’s ambassadors, the missionaries did not
express their ideas, but delivered a message mandated by God to them. They
were not asked of their own opinions relating to issues at stake, they were merely
the mouthpiece of the God who has commissioned them. By this very fact, they
were invested with the authority which they represented. Their speeches were
endowed with an unquestionable prestige. Indeed, the herald is nothing in
him or herself. In the Christian context, the herald (missionary) is mandated
to speak as a representative of the God who has sent him and on behalf of the
message which has been entrusted to him. Unfortunately, some missionaries
who entered Africa in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries disregarded or
misrepresented the fact that they were the agents, simply spokespersons. They
could not grasp the reality that their mission was based not on the strength
or the sincerity of their convictions, but on the God, who sent them, on what
God has done in the very event of the coming of Christ. To associate the gun
and the Bible contributed towards indigenous apprehensions of missionaries by
Africans in general (West 2016b:90).

For some Africans, the White people’s God is cruel, merciless, and lacks a sense
of empathy and sympathy with the marginalised masses. This God seems to be
the God who sees ‘white’ only, not ‘black’. He is the God of the privileged elite
who command other people’s public and private affairs. He seems to be elevated
above his creation and remote control of the universe and its eventualities. The
Whites are God’s favourites, hence endowed with all life orientation faculties to
rule ruthlessly and regard the less fortunate as nonentities or non-persona. The
God of the Whites is legitimised by the sporadic biblical texts that Black people
are the cursed Canaanites to be subjugated as slaves or servants, else cleansed
from the face of the earth. The curse of Ham in Genesis 9:20-27 was and still is
regarded by supremacist Whites as a “universal curse on black peoples” (Brett
2009:10) to be condemned to slavery. As mentioned in Chapter 1, Livingstone
was horrified to come across the mass killing of Black people by Afrikaners, who

invoked Deuteronomy 20:10-14.

Africans struggle in their consciences, to perceive the God of the Bible as the

God who seems to promote and favour the White supremacy and its ideals.
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Whiteness seems to be a position of status. In this sense, Diangelo (2018:24)
declares that Whiteness “is a social and institutional status and identity imbued
with legal, political, economic, and social rights and privileges that are denied

to others”.

Diangelo expands the notion of White supremacy as a phenomenon characterised
by invisibility, and I can add, also by subliminality. It is, like racism, a structural
and ideological issue that has historically shaped a system of global European
domination. Therefore, White supremacy is felt consciously in countries that
have a history of colonialism engineered by Western nations (Diangelo 2018:29).
It is the “unnamed political system that has made the modern world what it
is today” (Mills 1997:122). Indeed, it is “a socio-political-economic system of
domination based on racial categories that benefit those defined and perceived
as white” (Diangelo 2018:31). Looking closely into it, one discovers that this
system is a structural power that privileges, centralises, and elevates White
people as a group endowed with extra privileges above others. Supremacist ideals
and notions are intertwined with racism. Racism thrives on misinformation and
stereotyping. Instead of portraying people as the careers of imago Dei, racism
opts to devalue the worth of the people who look different from us — based on

the colour of the skin. Goto is correct when he maintains:

Discrimination based on race includes more than making value judgements
about skin pigmentation, since it also involves, for example, evaluations
based on natality and degrees of assimilation. (Goto 2017:42)

It is with great sadness that the White supremacist ideals pervade South African
societal structures in such a way that resistance to equality and respect of racial
differences suffer in the hands of both sides of the race spectrum. There is a
certain resistance to abandon this ideology, while there is also some resilience
to fight against it both politically and ecclesiastically. Wekker highlights this sad

state of affairs in the new South Africa as follows:

For many white people, there is an automatic equivalence between being
black and being lower class; these two axes of signification are closely
related, quasi-identical. Retaining the connection between whiteness and
class superiority, that is, securing white superiority, requires automatically
assigning blacks to lower-class status. (Wekker 2016:47).
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The God of the Bible is in contrast with the God of the Whites. For some
Africans, White people are the best hypocrites ever. The people who preach
what they do not live. Their message (Bible) contradicts their sender (God).
The rejection of the Christian faith should not be based on the missionaries’
misdirected evangel, but on a human fallacy that they were not aware of the
damage, they were caused by failing to harmonise the message (Bible) with the
sender (God). It is understood that naturally, it is difficult for Africans to see
the difference between the Christian God of the Bible and the White person’s
attitudes and customs. Missionaries found it difficult to differentiate the Bible
message from European customs. For them, Christianity and Western customs
were intertwined. Mokhoathi highlights this when he writes: “Following
Western precedence, conversion was determined by behavioral norms, in which
African converts had to abandon their traditional African customs and adopt the

Western ones.” (Mokhoathi 2018:18).

This misunderstanding mingled and influenced the way of worship, clothes,
instruments, etc. To embrace Christianity was, as far as they were concerned,
to embrace European customs. South African theologian, Mokgethi Motlhabi
aptly observes:

The Western approach was mainly to recreate in the Western image
everything that seemed alien to the Western worldview — to transform and
refashion all that was different and anything that the missionaries and their
colonizing partners did not understand. (Motlhabi 2008:34).
Africans were not accepted as genuine Christians until they succumbed to
European culture. The Bible message has been used as a thoroughly White
supremacist strategy of imperial force, but this later led to a realisation that
the God of the Bible is not the White God. So, the Whites were and still,
in some instances, regarded as failures when coming to the endorsement of
the metanarratives. The Bible has not changed. It is the same Bible that the
White missionaries brought to Africa. This Bible remains the rule of faith
— the message with potent transformational power speaking to people in all

geographical and circumstantial settings. The Bible is not the property of the

56 | SOUTH AFRICAN CHRISTIAN EXPERIENCES



Whites, even though they are the ones who brought it after they received it

from Asia. It remains the message of peace and hope to the hurting world.

African Christians embrace the Bible for its authentic rationale for existence. The
African experience of the Christian faith is centred in the Bible. African biblical
scholars have emerged to illustrate some fresh and powerful interpretations
of the Bible. According to Roberts (1987:25): “Exegesis from below, seen in
solidarity with the oppressed, yields insights missed by those who read the Bible

in solidarity with the privileged.”

The message of the Bible is the message of hope for the oppressed and
marginalised African Christians. They took it upon themselves to interpret the
Bible from the unfortunate social context they found themselves in. They follow
Robert’s suggestion above — that the Bible interpretation ends up in solidarity
with the oppressed and the disadvantaged. Context shapes the theological
questions as well as the theological response. In analysing the South African
Black theologian, Itumeleng Mosala, Hopkins concludes:

To ascertain and appropriate the specific biblical God, then, requires a
double mediation, that is, a dialectical interplay between the historical
experience of the oppressed classes in the Bible and the historical experience
of the black working class and peasants in South Africa. The God found in
both historical experiences will be the biblical God of liberation. (Hopkins
1989:131)

The theme of the Religious Education Association (REA) global conference
in 2018 was dealing with White normativity. The first question that comes
to one’s mind is the meaning of normativity. Generally, normativity is an
evaluative standard used to designate actions as good or desirable, while others
that may differ may be undesirable or impermissible. It is a standard used to
judge or evaluate behavioural outcomes. in a paper presented at the 2018 REA
conference, Joseph V. Crockett defines normativity as standards “that designate
some actions as right, some views as correct, and some outcomes as valuable,
while other acts, perspectives, and results are labelled wrong, incorrect, or

worthless” (Crockett 2018:362).
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Examining this definition closely, one can conclude that White normativity is the
way Whites are privileged to establish and maintain certain norms and standards
to which non-Whites must adhere. Crockett (2018:362) takes this definition of
white normativity further — that white is good and black is evil. A white lie is
a harmless or trivial lie, therefore can be legitimately tolerated, even when it is
naturally not acceptable. On the other hand, black is often portrayed as negative.
This is expressed in annunciations such as ‘black sheep’, ‘black soul’. Whatever
is done by Whites should be correct and, therefore, accepted unconditionally.
All that is black is evil or false, hence black magic, Black theology, etc. are terms
to describe the meaning of falsehood. Normativity elevates white supremacy.
White normativity is a question of power, where others are lesser beings
(Winnings 2018:354). Leonardo (2018:372), another participant at 2018 REA
conference 2018 highlights that “the purpose of Whiteness has been remarkably
predictable, which is to elevate the status of people considered White at any

given point in history.”

Even after South African liberation in 1994, White normativity continues to
control the norms, ethos, and ideologies in institutions such as the places of
learning and worship, and business transactions. The education curriculum is
still monopolised by a colonial mindset. Mainline Christianity is to a certain
degree, still dictated by the White normativists who regard their polity and
liturgy as sacrosanct and sacred. This puts the Bible and the Christian faith
under the spotlight. Its reading becomes disarrayed as African readers struggle
to understand texts as a divine anthology that addresses their miseries and
devastations. On the other hand, they see that binaries (black-white, poor-rich,
heterosexual-homosexual, etc.) still exist whereby divided society is visible.
These societal binaries, due to their historical existence, seem inviolable for the
White supremacists who develop intolerant attitudes in any human interaction.
Winnings (2018:353) is right when he comments: “Expressions of intolerance,
experiences of discrimination, and our inability to embrace those who are

different have plagued us for centuries.”

White supremacy and normativity ‘de-authenticates’ missiology, nullifies

theology, destabilises Christology, dethrones the authenticity, authority and
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infallibility of the Bible, hence making bibliology a scum in the eyes of the
secularists, and dehumanises anthropology. It has left the missionary endeavours
of bringing the Gospel to the unevangelised Africans of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries a darker outlook to both Africans and of the postmodern
minds. It has created an almost impassible bridge of theology that brings God to
people, and people to God. It has cluttered Christology in such a way that Christ
is either equated with other messiahs or is rivalled with other incarnated deities.
Humanity has been stripped of the dignity of carrying the imago Dei. The Bible has
become an open book critiqued by theologically elite readers who ask questions
that mainstream theology are unable to answer. The emergent voices from the
human slums of poverty, political oppression, and social marginalisation are
reading the Bible, and are awestruck by findings that negate the contemporary
gospel brought and preached by West-oriented hermeneutists. Akoto-Abutiate
agrees that “many hermeneutical winds of biblical interpretation have blown
and continue to blow across the globe in the field of biblical studies in both

academia and the faith community” (Akoto-Abutiate 2014:3).

The voices are regularly becoming louder and are expressive in the contemporary
theologies, such as the liberation theologies and participatory theologies in the

wenty-first century. I concur wi oto-Abutiate, who maintains:
twenty-first century. I th Akoto-Abutiate, wh t

In the aftermath of the Enlightenment, with its vigorous rationalism,

colonialism, postcolonialism, modernism, postmodernism, poststructuralism

and other ‘posts’, room has been created to hear scripture amid a cacophony of

voices. These voices include those of liberals and conservatives, minimalists

and maximalists, revisionist, liberationists, feminists, womanists, and other

minorities. In the midst of this turbulence, ‘Hearing Scripture in African

Context, is very appropriate. (Akoto-Abutiate 2016:5)
The last statement in the above quotation is very crucial for African Christian
Bible readers. Unfortunately, this voice is so loud that the world cannot hear.
It has become a peripheral echo treated lightly with very little attention.
The bottom line is what many theologians had echoed before: Theology is
both ‘descriptive and constructive’. The biblical theologian attempts to get
back where he deals away with the temporal gap by bridging the timespan

between his or her day, and that of the biblical witnesses. He or she does
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this using a historical study of the biblical documents. Let me take some
liberty to associate myself with the famous Christian economist, Barend A.
de Vries that all actions and initiatives intending to address poverty must be
guided by the message of the Bible, which confronts poverty with simple but
penetrating rules.

+ It [the Bible] expresses concern for the poor and the conditions in which
they live and urges that the poor be an integral part of the community.

+ It proclaims the rule of love above the rule of money, profits, and
power.

+ Itrecognises the dignity of the individual, created in the image of God.
In God’s world, all people are equal; there is no place for a downtrodden
class or race.

+ It proclaims that all of creation’s resources belong to God, that they are
good, and we must care for them with love.

« It calls for reform of financial and property structures when they
become oppressive. (De Vries 1998:5)
The concluding fact is that “hearing scripture in Africa must begin from the
African interpretative or cultural context” (Akoto-Abutiate 2016:13). The
Bible must be meaningful in the African social, cultural, economic, political,
and theological contexts. Indeed, the quest for human dignity and the perpetual
desire to bridge the gap between people of different classes, races, sexes, etc.
make it imperative that scripture be read with African spectacles and heard in

African as well as other contexts (Akoto-Abutiate 2016:15).

2.2 God’s attributes are sacrificed for self-aggrandizement

When the Bible and the Christian faith were introduced to Africans, the
message was loud and clear. The God of the Bible was full of love, mercy and
kindness. Some recipients struggled to understand how a good man like Jesus
suffered in the hands of his fellow men. The gospel preachers seemed to display
these characters. They loved the people they served and went all out to bring
enlightenment to them. Africans were the lost masses trapped in the chains of

the dark heathenism. Questions arose from these oppressed masses when they
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witnessed and experienced slavery, physical brutality, and oppression by the
same people who showed and preached love to and for them. Many negative
ideological and literary forces in the world were either carried out or sanctioned
by Christians. Think of the Crusades organised by Western European Christians
after centuries of Muslim wars of expansion. Their primary objectives were to
stop the expansion of Muslim states, to reclaim for Christianity the Holy Land in
the Middle East, and to recapture territories that had formerly been Christian. It
was in 1095 when Pope Urban II called for the First Crusade in a sermon at the
Council of Clermont. He encouraged military support for the Byzantine Empire
and its Emperor, Alexios I, who needed reinforcements for his conflict with

westward migrating Turks colonising Anatolia.

Slavery in various forms has been a part of the social environment for much of
Christianity’s history, spanning well over eighteen centuries. The majority of
slaveowners defined themselves as Christians. They articulated their belief and
justified their slave trade and ownership by texts such as Genesis 9:18-27 and
Ephesians 6:5-7. In the eighteenth and nineteenth-century debates, especially in
the United Kingdom and the United States, passages in the Bible were used by
both pro-slavery advocates and abolitionists to support their respective views.
Today, the broader Christianity in its various forms believes that the Bible does
not in any way approve of or endorse slavery. It is an evil system that needs to
be opposed at all levels of society. Christians find it a bitter pill to swallow that,
for eighteen centuries, slavery was accepted just like all other cultural realities.
It was the very same Christianity that took upon itself to abolish slavery. In
the eighteenth century, the abolition movement took shape among Christian

people across the globe.

The same argument was used to justify Apartheid in South Africa in the
twentieth century. Highly educated and seemingly godly Reformed theologians
developed an impressive biblical case for apartheid. They were convinced that
the Bible endorsed the separation of the races. They insisted that their policies

were pleasing to God because they were grounded in Scripture.
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The Reformed Church of South Africa was the largest denomination in the
country by far. They had several large and well-supported theological seminaries
with high standards. Their best scholars had doctorates from mainly Afrikaans
universities such as Stellenbosch, Pretoria, Free State, and Potchefstroom.
They argued that the Bible taught that humankind, by the will of God, was
separated into different races that should each have their lands. They insisted
that apartheid was pleasing to God because it was endorsed by Scripture. What
is more, they were very evangelistic and worked tirelessly to see Black South
Africans converted and worshipping in their churches, without mixing with the
Whites. They abhorred the African belief systems. They did not exert any effort
in trying to learn these belief systems. Their goal was to see them eradicated
and replaced with the Eurocentric Christian ideologies. To pick up Willard’s
(1998:308) sentiment that instead of trying to drive people to do what we think
they are supposed to do, we should by inquiry, teaching, example, prayer, and
reliance upon the spirit of God, work together with them to change the belief

systems that are contrary to the ways of Jesus.

Many other forces can be added to this debate that the character of God was
assassinated by the very same people who were supposed to defend it. Chapter 1
says much about colonialism, which will not be repeated here. South African
history is full of incidents when the character of God was at stake — and all
for the egoistic ideal that the oppressor was fighting for. Think of the famous
Slagtersnek Rebellion (15 December 1815) when Afrikaners rebelled against
the British for favouring Blacks above them. About five were sentenced to a

public hanging.

Think of Tuesday, 24 May 1921, and what is known as Bulhoek Massacre;
a battle that lasted less than 30 minutes between police and Israelites (followers
of Prophet Enoch Mgijima). More than 180 people were killed. The battle started
after police issued an ultimatum demanding that the Israelites evacuate land they
were squatting on and warned that if they failed to comply, their leader would
be arrested and their homes demolished. Soon afterwards, a group of around

500 white-robed men, armed with sticks and spears, challenged the machine
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guns of an 800-strong police force sent by Jan Smuts to remove the Israelites
who had settled at the holy village of Ntabelanga, Bulhoek in Queenstown to

pray. The issue was the so-called illegal occupation of the land by the Israelites.

The God who said, “‘You shall not kill' and that “You must love your neighbour
as you love yourself” became peripheral. His loving-kindness and long-suffering
were sacrificed to satiate the greed of the politically powerful and privileged
elite. Social forces, such as slavery, colonialism and apartheid, are sanctioned by
those who want to rule over others. They amass wealth at the expense of others
they regard as nonentities and are deemed as sub-human or robots without any
feelings. Corruption in higher places is caused by self-seeking aggrandizement.
The human ego has overtaken the conscience of doing good to others as you
would like them to do good to you. God is dislodged from human affairs and
one’s interests take precedence over ethics of life. The termination of unborn
babies is the avoidance of disturbance in life. The baby will interrupt the life
of cosiness and pleasure, so must be aborted before birth. Making hay while
the sun shines is a driving philosophy that empowers the powerful leaders
in politics and economy to loot so that their time of exit will lead them into

enjoying their booty.

African dignity was stripped of its grandeur since their customs and theistic
practices were regarded as pagan. Consequently, it had to be routed and replaced
with the Western Christian civilisation, which was regarded as sacred and pure.
Mawusi writes disparagingly of this situation:

Western missionaries, who came to Africa and condemned our systems of
religious practices, have urged us to change our ways to adopt theirs. They
saw our system as pagan practices unacceptable to God. For that reason,
Africans must reform their system to what they brought to them. What
they deliberately withheld from the Africans was to tell them that even their
so-called ‘pure’ Christian religion, is nothing more than a blend of several
collective European cultural and pagan religious practices. In view of this
fact, the question for us is, what makes theirs more legitimate and acceptable
to God, than the African system of natural revelation and worship? Mawusi
(2015:10-11)

Theologians of our era must come to the full realisation of the importance

of appreciation of African cultures and traditions. African theologians, in

Strange God colludes with the gods of the land || 63



particular, must be determined to find ways to integrate some aspects of African
cultures and practices within Christianity. Cultural identity should be viewed
as a historical continuation into Christianity rather than as its opponent. There
is a cultural revolution in Africa, and this is intertwined with some religious
fervour. As Mawusi (2015:10) points out; “it is the desire to make our cultural
infiltration into the so-called organised religions within the continent a reality”.
The character of God was assassinated on the altar of missionary imperialism.
This sidelined and marginalised the proper understanding of the biblical God as
the God of love, mercy, justice, and kindness. Some Africans turned their backs

on this God, as he appeared to be the God of injustice, murder and oppression.

African theologians are realising that African cultures have a part to play and a
potential to enhance Christian understanding of the Bible. An appeal is made
that explorations of African traditions that are not in contrast with Christian
ethics and practices be incorporated into theological and biblical studies as
object lessons for understanding the metanarratives. The richness of African
cultures should be utilised for understanding Christianity. I take some liberty to
echo Martey’s thesis here:

Indeed, gone are the days when it was imperative for African Christians and

theologians not only to defend the religiosity of African people, but also to

prove their cultural maturity. (Martey 1993:13)
This is the rationale behind African theology, whose original goal was to free
Christianity from the Western cultural cloak and clothe it anew in the dress
of African culture (Motlhabi 2008:37). It is the whole matter of deculturation
and inculturation. It is an exercise of legitimising the character of God and the
authenticity of the Bible in the African mind. It is a decolonial process whereby
the Bible’s accent becomes relevant and familiar to the African reader. When
thus read, it becomes relevant and starts to speak to the African miseries and
demises. All questions of life, including the person and soteriological functions

of God through Jesus Christ, become relevant to the African context.
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2.3 Where is God amid African social decay?

African Christianisation gave birth to and led to numerous negative forces in
the African social fabric. Social analysts speak of African miseries of poverty,
corruption, environmental degradation, socio-political corruption, ecological
crises, various pandemics, epidemics and endemics. Suffering in many parts
of the continent had become systemic, and in some instances, regarded as
irreversible and ineradicable. The areas of African sufferings are found in the
spheres of politics, economics, religion, and mortality in general. African politics
are marked with distorted democracies, ailing economies, conflicting religious
contours, and life quality threats. The unfortunate reality is that when society
faces some crises, the poor become the victims. They are at the receiving end
of political decisions and socio-economic meltdown. They pay the highest price
for environmental degradation.

The predicament of the poor calls for attention beyond the realm of

economics; it is essential to establish the ethical base for action and the

importance of personal responsibility. (De Vries 1998:4)
Social decay had become the norm. Trying to theologise in these hazy social strata
had become a challenge for Christian theologians. The imbalances in society call
for deep theological reflections. God is to be located amid African miseries. The
relevance of the Bible in cultural decadence calls for inner reflections. Spirituality
becomes anathema in the situation. Political oppression comes in the form of
denying the citizenry the right to express themselves. This comes through the
banning of freedom of speech or expression, limiting or muzzling the freedom of
journalism, and denying the people access to information. Economic oppression
comes by capitalistic ideals that make the rich richer and the poor poorer. Most
of the wealth is in the hands of the few rich individuals. De Vries highlights this

as he declares:

[Poverty] deeply divides the world with a seemingly permanent and
intolerable separation, with a minority of rich and a majority of have-nots,
a situation drastically different from the Judeo-Christian idea that all people
are equals. (De Vries 1998:2)
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Religion is unfortunately viewed with huge suspicion. Christianity, because of
its prophetic role on the socio-political landscape is seen by politicians as a threat
that exposes corruption and social injustice. Theology is invited and encouraged

to reconsider its mandate:

Theologians are beset with struggles for political reactions, economic crisis,
and human dignity degradation perpetuated by the neo-colonialist regimes
in the highest echelons of political occupations. The silent and suffering
masses find themselves in this sphere and try to philosophise in order to
interpret their demise and misery. (Resane 2017b:2)

Many expect theology to supply answers to these miserable conditions. It has
a legitimate right to rise above the situation. God is seen to loving, kind and
merciful and his voice is expected to be loud and clear to raise awareness. This
can be done through the audible voices of theologians, which can break silence
and usher in the message of hope in the hurting world.

Theologians as the depositories of empirical knowledge of dogma walk

together for mutual support to form the united voice, especially in the

corrupt socio-political landscape. Theological silence in times of crises is

not justified. (Resane 2017b:3)
For over the last 100 years, churches in South Africa endeavoured to address
numerous massive social challenges. The predominantly Afrikaans churches
made efforts to address the poor White problem through a series of volkskongresse
(congresses of the people) in the 1930s and 1940s. The apartheid policies that
followed those endeavours nullified those efforts due to their narrow racial
focus. There were efforts to address the poverty of the masses, especially of
the indigenous populations and there was an intriguing critique of capitalism,
However, racism escalated and was met with violent repressive measures by the

apartheid state.

The 1970s and the 1980s were marked by an insistent church struggle against
apartheid in South Africa. The efforts were marred by deeply divided churches
within this struggle. Such divisions were found amongst denominations but

also within particular churches.

Since 1994, numerous efforts from churches, ecumenical formations and

Christian organisations have responded to a wide range of societal challenges.
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These include the long-standing commitment of churches to address the many
faces of poverty in South Africa. For instance, in discussions at a conference on
‘Theology on the Edge’ hosted at Stellenbosch in September 2014, an initiative
emerged amongst participants from various organisations and institutions to
foster a concerted and massive response from Christians in South Africa to
the triple problem of poverty, unemployment and inequality that is radically
undermining the social fabric of our society. This would require an in-depth
analysis of the deepest roots of such problems, a spiritual discernment of what is

at stake and, especially, a coordinated response.

The problem of poverty, unemployment and inequality in South Africa
must be addressed adequately. This is a non-negotiable Christian mandate,
as per De Vries’ (1998:69) assertion that: “Refusal to take a position against
poverty would deny an essential part of the Christian message.” It is clearly a
Christian responsibility, therefore, which calls for cooperation with all levels of
government, business and industry, trade unions, other groups in civil society,

and other religious traditions.

2.4 Africans caught between the gods

South Africans are left in a sea of confusion regarding Christianity. No
wonder! With the advent of democracy in 1994, the first learning area or
subject to be rescinded from the school curriculum was Religious Education
or Biblical studies. The new kids on the block (politicians) drew their swords
to ensure that religion did not tint the school curriculum. Removing religion
from schools is synonymous with removing God from growing adolescents,
as the young people spend 60% of their time at school going through
schooling rubrics. The youth spend more time with their teachers than
with their parents. Removing religion from school curricular opened a wide
door for hooliganism, gangsterism, substance abuse, gun-totting, and some
unfortunate incidences of murdering teachers and learners. The authority

of discipline was not shifted but repealed. The saga opened for maturing
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young people of all races the confusion of reality of God and pursuance of a
disciplined life. Willard (1998:312) captures this situation clearly;

But at the present time intentional, effective training in Christlikeness —

within the framework of a clear-eyed apprenticeship commitment and

a spiritual ‘engulfment’ in the Trinitarian reality — is just not there for us.

(Willard 1998:312)
In attempts to compromise, authorities started to recognise the once marginalised
spiritual realities such as African Traditional Religions and Rastafarianism.
Maturing young adults in South Africa feel caught between the gods. Although
from some nominal Christian background, now the mind is invaded by
strange philosophies of life. In the name of equality, the young mind became a
battleground for worldviews. Inevitably, this builds what Sykes (1992:13) calls
a nation of victims. He writes: “The politics of victimization has taken the place
of more traditional expressions of morality and equity.” It is disheartening to

realise that:

Victimism has so infected our culture that one might even say the victim

has become the very symbol — the mascot — of modern society. (MacArthur

1995:28).
South Africa was once noted as the most Calvinistic state outside the USA and
Western Europe, where Christian ideals were shaping the social life in its all
aspects. All that is gone; the bottle of Pandora is opened, and there is a new
kind of perfume in the air. It is like the pigeon has been thrown to the rats, and
survival is only reserved for the fittest. The caged lion had been let loose, and the

roars are intimidating the naive and the ‘vulnerable’.

Ethics, morality and values in South African society are scrutinised and
left bare as a matter of choice by the individual. Choices have become more
personal, and decisions about an individual’s interests, without considering the
impact of other human beings. It is the philosophy of ‘It’s all about me’. Hurts,
subjugation, intimidation, and all sorts of suppression have become the order of
the day. Human life has become cheap. Individualism has become the order of
self-aggrandisement. Everyone is for herself. Ubuntu/botho is gone. It is preached

when the preacher has become a victim, otherwise, it’s a forgotten philosophy
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of life. The kind of Christianity that results out of this is that of ‘Falling in Love
with Love’. This gives birth to hatred for God. It is true that:

The bane of the more liberal branches of Christian theology today is

that they are unable to present a God who could be actually loved. They

say a great deal about love — especially in connection with things such as

community and respect and liberation — but what comes out in the end

is something very like the words of the song, ‘Falling in Love with Love’.

(Willard 1998:329)
Inevitably, this leads to the title of one American author, Philip Yancey: Where is
God when it Hurts? (1990). In this book, Yancey explores the baffling and difficult
issues surrounding the mystery of suffering. He uses examples from the Bible,
as well as personal experiences, to speak sense amid suffering. Amid pain and
suffering, the inevitable question from human nature is “Where is God?”” Many
Black South Africans ask this question all the time. They yearn for prompt

answers, and since these answers delay, resorting to other gods becomes the

immediate and accessible answer.

2.5 Who is right and who is wrong in this saga?

It is ironic to point out that South African Christianity is at the crossroads.
African Christians still struggle with the theology of the Whites. For them,
it is the theology that justifies oppression, dissmpowerment, marginalisation,
supremacist ideals, and discrimination in all its ugly faces. For Africans, history
defines their identity and sympathy, while for South African Whites - if they
wished, history should be forgotten. The hatchet should be buried, and life
moves on. On the other hand, though Africans know history cannot be undone

or reversed, they appeal for acceptance of the historical evil, as a way of healing.

There is a finger-pointing game around who is right and who is wrong in the
whole saga of historical evil. The injustices of the past with all its imbalances
are difficult to align. Good examples are those of land redistribution and the
imbalances in the economy. Many public service deliveries have taken a reverse
mode of some sort. Health services and public schooling are the two areas

that make finger-pointing a norm. The state is trying to make health facilities
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accessible by opening all health facilities to all population groups. The White
sector of the population points fingers, not realising that historically the majority
of the population (Blacks) did not have access to adequate health facilities. So,
they get annoyed and impatient when they have to join long queues at the
hospitals, Home Affairs offices, Post Offices, etc. They forget that in the past the
“Whites Only’ sections of these facilities served the minorities, and so there were

no long queues or waiting periods.

The same scenarios overflowed into churches. Somebody needs to write a
book on experiences of how some Blacks were prevented from entering a church
building on Sunday morning because the worshippers were Whites. A dear
friend of mine was driving to Durban from Mahikeng with his family, and it
happened that it was Sunday morning when they normally, as a family, attend
a church service. In the middle of the Free State, they parked at the church
just to break for spiritual refreshment but were told directly that they do not
belong there — Kan julle nie sien hier is die Afrikaner kerk en net Afrikaners kan
hier aanbid? (‘Can’t you see this is the Afrikaner church and only Afrikaners
can worship here?’). The church I lead in Kempton Park does not have its own
property, therefore rents from the NGK (Nederlandse Gereformeerde Kerk). Our
church, though different from the NGK, is English-medium and made up mainly
of Black people. Sometimes, Afrikaans-speaking people who happened to be
from the same NGK tradition are barred from church and advised that their
English service starts later at 11h00. These visitors are ‘Coloured’ people from
the Reformed tradition and prefer to worship in their Reformed style, using
Afrikaans (which is their home language) as the medium of communing with
God, but are barred from entering the church service because of the colour of

their skin.

South African Christianity is swimming in the series of puddles of murky
waters because of the historical socio-political ideologies and events that were
justified theologically by the church through colonial dictates and apartheid self-
assertion. It is a history that carried the bruised and bulged wounds of negative

social justice. For the past three centuries, this history was marred by sporadic
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events that showed a reaction of humanity that was under oppression. Some
examples are the Slagtersnek Rebellion (1815), Nonqause (1856/7), the Bulhoek
Massacre (1921), the industrial actions of the 1920s, the Sharpville riots and
massacre (1960), the student riots of 1976, and the Boipatong massacre in 1992.
The country was always put into the flames that left humanity in despair and

distraught.

Historically, colonialism and apartheid are the ideologies to be blamed for South
African Christianity’s porous outlook to the Christian faith. The messengers
(missionaries) adulterated the unadulterated gospel by consorting with
colonialists and both intertwiningly propagated the disempowering systems
that robbed Africans of their dignity and selthood. Apartheid ideology drove
the nail into the coffin by its fraternisation with the Dutch Reformed Church to

theologically justify this ideology.

Strange God colludes with the gods of the land | 7



Chapter 3

Christology at the crossroads

Why is Christ rejected in some African religious landscapes? Is this because the biblical
Christ is distant from African experiences or realities? Or is this because the Christ of the
Bible is misrepresented by those who present him to Africans, especially the Western
theologians? The African Christianity experiences Christ as the contender with ancestors.
The main question is where are Christ and ancestors placed in a theological situation?

Christ and ancestors became the great contenders. The problem exemplified on the
person of Jesus Christ. Who he takes precedence over what he does. His identity
in African theology occupies the central space in discourses. His identity articulates
progressively into what he can do for the debased Africans in the evil social structures
created by colonialism, apartheid, and White supremacy.

The person, works, place, and role of Christ in the African situation had been articulated
and stressed by some African theologians — some like Bujo formatting the Proto-
Ancestor concept.

Is Christ for all people regardless of whether they are Black or White, or is he specifically
for Whites? The imbalances can be seen in diverse spheres of life, especially for those
called into ministering this Christ. These imbalances bring up the question of God's
nature when coming to justice, especially his salvific works and promises. Africans
experience God's salvation in hurts, agonies, and misfortunes. God ends up becoming
a pillow where one can pour out sorrows. Spiritually and emotionally African Christians
feel liberated, but socially, culturally, and environmentally, feel bound. They do not have
a holistic joy of salvation as may be expected. Is salvation without social structural
justice justified?

Not only ancestors are contenders with Christ in African Christianity. There (s also
the witchdoctor, who is consulted reqularly, even by those who profess and confess
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the Christian faith. The witchdoctor is consulted for three reasons: power, protection,
and prosperity.

This discussion clearly shows that there are two champions inside the boxing ring. The
champions are Christ and the witchdoctor, Christ and the ancestors, Christianity and
African cultures — and the binaries can go on and on. The tournament jeopardises
Christology in Africa, and Africa is a stage on which the battle of the gods is taking place.

3.1 Can God walk among the Africans?

One of the bones of contention in African Christianity is the identity, the person,
the place and the role of Christ versus African ancestral veneration. The Christ of
the Bible is rejected — either based on his distance from the African experiential
reality or his misplaced position by Western Christianity in African reality.
There are Africans who reject Christ completely because he is not an African,
and therefore cannot be a legitimate mediator between the God-Creator and
his people. On the other hand, some accept Christ as an authentic ancestor who
is like a sympathetic big brother who had been dehumanised and dethroned
by Western theology. The latter view is very rampant in the current debates.
This view deems Christ as the champion for the poor, the downtrodden, and
the marginalised members of society. It goes further to promote Christ as the
sympathiser for socially ill-treated members of humanity or parts of creation.
It is from this theological vantage that we have theologies of liberation such as

African, Black, feminist, and eco-theologies.

From the West, theological voices reverberate with the question: “Can Jesus
walk among Africans?” The classical Western theology looks at theologies of
liberation as Christless and pneuma-less theologies that in some quarters are
labelled ‘heresies’. It is an anathema that from a very young age, most Africans
were exposed to pictures of Jesus as a White man with a sharp nose, and a long
flowing hair. Christianity is presented to us through the theology that is pro-
West or pro-White. Blackness had been identified with isinyama (bad luck),
misfortune, irreversible lower social status, and of course with the devil himself.

The Christ of the Bible cannot be considered as the God of the Black continent
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(Africa). Everyone Black is associated with Africa, so the “White” Jesus cannot be
for Africa. Thisis a sad situation and puts Christology at the crossroads. In the late
twentieth century, the revivalist movements, in sympathy with socio-politically
distressed Africa, made a rallying call: ‘Africa for Jesus’ or ‘Jesus for Africa’. Many
Africans from the evangelical wing of Protestant faith found comfort in this call.
This led to some sharp division between social reality and spiritual experience.
Many African evangelicals joined their Western counterparts, especially those
from North America, that heaven should be a goal, as abundant life promised
by Jesus was an eschatological fulfilment through soteriological processes that
has heaven as a destination. Friendship with the world (political activities,
entertainment, aesthetics. etc.) was enmity with God. Christ was a sole spiritual
liberator, and nothing else. Those who defected by proposing a different view
were seen as heretics and excommunicated or disowned. Christ’s presence
among the Africans was questioned as to the house (Oikos) divided itself and

punished its own. So, the holy God suffered in the hands of sinners!

3.2 Great contenders: Christ and ancestors

Christ and ancestors became the great contenders. The problem exemplified
on the person of Jesus Christ. Who he takes precedence over what he does. His
identity in African theology occupies the central space in discourses. His identity
articulates progressively into what he can do for the debased Africans in the evil

social structures created by colonialism, apartheid, and White supremacy.

In African worldview, one’s identity locates him in the rightful position to either
exercise authority or to undertake a task — divine or social expectation. It is for
this reason that African personhood discussions are around O mang? (Who are
you?). I am reminded of a South African television advert when a lady comes for
an interview and the panellist asks: “Tell us about yourself”. She starts with a recital
of her clan poem in her Zulu culture, and after that talks about her qualifications.

When people ask me: Kelebogile, who are you? I will answer by saying:

Ke Letebele le lentsho la ga Masedi-a-Mphela
A ga selala le namane letlhakoleng
Dirobaroba matlhakola di a robile di satla go a lala ...
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Those listening to these few lines and are the Batswana tribe will immediately

deduce that:

= ] come from the Batswana ethnic group called Balete.
= My totem is a buffalo.

= My ancestors are connected to the Zulu tribe, hence Masedi a Mphela (maZulu
a mampela - the real Zulus).

This will open some door for me to be accepted and made comfortable in the
group. It may determine the seat I must occupy at the kgotla (courtyard for civil
affairs). It determines the position I must take during the initiation rituals. It may
even determine which side of the king or chief I must sit, “because recognition
of differences in the public (political) forum has an impact on the formation
of identity” (Coetzee & Roux 2000:354). Coetzee continues to point out that
it is required to recognise distinct identities, particularly cultural identities, as
morally significant categories. Totemism among Africans plays a major role
in identifying a person’s roots, and the contribution one can make towards
social stability and sustenance. The origin of Africans defines their selfhood
and identity. The question: O morwa mang or O morwadia mang? (Whose son or
daughter are you?) is very loaded in African worldview. A person is an African,
not only because of geographical origin or location but also because of “being
born and bred in the African environment, one of whose fundamental elements
is culture” (Teffo & Roux, cited in Coetzee & Roux 2000:176). African identity
is more socio-centric and less egocentric. This is reinforced by an ubuntu/botho

philosophy of ‘Tam because we are’.

Christ’s origin should be traced to some African roots to be accepted by Africans
- maybe even to be equated as one of the ancestors. His family tree should show
some African ancestry or parentage. This is a thought that has influenced some

scholars to substantiate Christ’s identity as more African than European.

It should be noted that the heart of the Christian faith is the person (identity) of
Jesus Christ. Christology is an orbit around which theology revolves. It is not

only the soteriological acts of Christ that resonate as the apex of Christianity
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but also Christ’s person or identity. The well-known father of African theology,

John Mbiti captures this truth:

Christian Theology ought properly to be Christology, for Theology falls or

stands on how it understands, translates and interprets Jesus Christ, at a

given Time, Place and human situation. (Mbiti 1971:190)
The person, works, place, and role of Christ in African situation had been
articulated and stressed by some African theologians such as Kwame Bediako,
John Pobee, Mugambi, Magesa, and lately Benezet Bujo, who have developed
an African Christology in terms of the ancestors. For these and many other
African theologians, Christology is central to Christian theology. Mugambi and
Magesa (1989:x) assert that “theology is not Christian at all when it does not
offer Jesus Christ of Nazareth as the answer to the human quest”. Regardless of
the laborious work of some African scholars regarding Christology, the subject
remains stuck at the crossroads. As mentioned above, the salient point regarding
African Christology is the person or the identity of Christ. The answer to who
Christ is, especially in the African misery of poverty, civil wars, genocide, HIV

and AIDS and epidemics of diseases is indeed difficult.

The question to who Christ is, is one of the most important and difficult

questions that have to be answered. The answer has to be given by people

according to their knowledge of Jesus Christ. The answer to who Jesus

Christ is, is not a clear-cut answer, because everyone gives his or her answer

according to his or her experience of Jesus Christ. (Beyers & Mphahlele

2009:2)
Broadly speaking, Christ is not appropriated authentically. Christ is seen as
White or a European who possesses no empathy or sympathy with African
realities. Christianity is viewed as a White man’s religion - a religion that
promotes and celebrates the demise of African Traditional Religions. The White
man’s missiological tasks are seen as some form of endeavour that uproots and
dislocates Africans from their roots and values. Africans had, in reaction, rejected
or accepted the Western Christian religion for different purposes. Experiencing

Christ possesses some proliferation of Christ as for some it is through extra-

biblical revelations such as dreams, visions, trances, or a prophetic annunciation
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from a cult leader. For others, it comes through a direct revelation of Christ

through his written Word.

Apart from the emergence of nationalistic movements leading to the
independence of African states, the resurgence of ethnic religions, especially
those related to ancestral veneration also took an upsurge. The beliefin ancestors
is central in the traditional African worldview. It is an essential pillar of religion
practised in Africa (Stinton 2004:133-134). Ancestor veneration is reinstated
by some African Christians, while others try to “Christianise” the concept by
referring to Christ as the supreme ancestor (Afeke & Verster 2004:48). Bujo, in
his masterpiece work, African theology in its Social Context (1992) has been at the
forefront of articulating Jesus as the Proto- Ancestor. Nyamiti, in his publication,
Christ as our Ancestor: Christology from an African Perspective (1984), points out
that there is no uniform system of beliefs in ancestors in Africa. I agree with
Nyamiti and others that there is no unified or harmonious system of belief
regarding ancestors. The general notion, which African scholars such as Bujo
conclude, is as follows: “It is an approach that seeks to completely identify Christ
with African Christians by treating Christ under the category of ancestor.”
(Magezi & Igba 2018:4). It is, however, lately accepted that there should be a
difference between ancestral worship and ancestral veneration. It is generally
held that African worshippers make a distinction between the worship offered
to the Supreme Being, and the worship they offer to the ancestors. The line of
thought followed by many scholars is that worship is to God, and veneration to

ancestors.

This agrees with the anthropological assertion that there is no such a thing called
African culture, but we do have African cultures. Issues differ from tribe to tribe,
from ethnic group to ethnic group. The question that bombards scholars all the
time is “Who is the ancestor?’ (Jindra 2005; Kolos 2000; Kopytoff 1997; Mbiti
1969; Niirnberger 2007; Setiloane 1976).

To answer this question, one first needs to understand that ancestral veneration
is an embodiment of the ancestors (departed ones or the living dead), who

link the visible community to the world of the spirits. It is a general belief that
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ancestors connect the community to the spiritual realm, with the interest of the
well-being of those still in life. It is the African spirituality experienced through
a continuous relationship between the living-alive relatives and their ancestors
who “are vested with mystical powers and authority” (Kopytoff 1997:412).
A record of those who have lived and died is kept in the memory of the living
members of the community. It is a belief that the departed (ancestors) “retain
a functional role in the life of their living kinsmen; indeed, African kin groups
are often described as communities of both the living and the dead” (Kopytoff
1997:412). Ancestors continue to interact and to engage in the affairs of the
community of the living. The living dead are venerated by family or community
members through materialising their spirits into specific objects, which function
as media of encounters with the living-dead (Niirnberger 2007). Ancestors are
considered to be in an ontological position between the other spirits and human
beings, as well as between the Supreme Being and human beings (Oosthuizen
1977:273).

Their identity is further explained as transcendental beings representing the
religious, ethical and institutional values of society in their community. Their
abode and influence range from the physical to the spiritual world (Bae & Van
der Merwe 2008:1300). The identity of ancestors differs from tribe to tribe,
from one ethnic group to another. In patrilineal societies like the AmaZulu
and Basotho, the ancestors will be the departed spirits of the chief male figures
in the family. In some tribes, both the patrilineal and matrilineal descendants
can become qualified ancestors. Since ancestral veneration somehow impacts
Christology, it should be understood that African theology broadly points out
that Christ, by his incarnation, death, resurrection and ascension into the realm
of spirit-power, can rightly be designated, in African terms, as Ancestor, indeed

Supreme Ancestor (Bediako 1995:217).

Many societies have some installation rituals of promoting the living-dead to the
level of ancestors. One may be qualified as an ancestor due to many descendants
he or she had. A funeral rite may be performed to effect the position, or an

induction ceremony that the AmaZulu call ukubuyisa. The Batswana people
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perform mogoga, which is to bring back (goga) the deceased. The purpose of
this ritual is to make a closure (tlhoboga/latola) so that the bereaved may accept
the reality that the deceased is gone. But it also has another purpose of paying
tribute to the deceased who has joined the spiritual world to join others who had

gone before him.

Ancestors can be classified according to rank and file. For instance, the royal
ancestors have their focus on tribal or national issues and cannot play a role in
the personal lives of individual members. Theron (1996:31) enlightens us that
these ancestors are invoked during the occasions of rites like agricultural rites,

rainmaking ceremonies, or in times of national crises.

The crux of the matter that brings Christology to the crossroads with the so-
called ancestral cult is not just on the identity of the ancestor, but also on the
function of the ancestors. For Christians, “there is one God, and one mediator
between God and men, the man, Christ Jesus” (1 Tim 2:5). In many African
Traditional Religions, there is one God, but many intermediaries between God
and men. These intermediaries are ancestors. Ancestors are not worshipped but
venerated. It is believed that since they have been part of the present life, they
know this life, hence the best mediators to Creator God on behalf of the living.
Their main functions in individuals’ lives include protection against natural
disasters and evil intentions of witches, guidance, the fertility of the land and
livestock, health and prosperity. “The ancestral spirits are also the guardians
of the community’s morality.” (Theron 1996:32). Any transgression invokes

misfortune on one’s life or the whole tribe.

A Christian who goes through negative circumstances of life, after much
praying to the Christian God, and feels there is no answer forthcoming, will in
many ways turn towards the ancestors for help. This happens especially when
one’s faith in God is not deeply rooted in the biblical teachings. Christ and
ancestral cult become the two boxing champions inside the ring; and whoever
wins by giving the victim a release, breakthrough or deliverance gains an upper
hand of acknowledgement. This is why syncretism is gaining ground in Africa.

Many African Christians embrace the Christian God of the Bible and ancestral
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veneration at the same time. It is either deliberately or by ignorance that the
unity and the uniqueness of God are shelved and under-carpeted. The biblical
teachings like the first and second of the Ten Commandments, The Great
Shemah, and all the New Testament Christological declarations of ONE God, are

reserved for a time of crises when need be.

3.3 Salvation without structural justice: Is this the Christ of
the Bible?

One of the struggles that Africans had to contend with is salvation without
liberation or freedom from structural ills. The battle in the African minds had
always been the God who seems to be distant from their experiential realities.
Observing their White European counterparts flourishing physically and
economically calls Africans to question the meaning of salvation found by faith
in Christ. The issue is exacerbated by a very short physical distance between
Africans and White Europeans. South African human settlement is unique from
settlements around the world. The dividing line is either a river, a hillock, a
railway line or in some cases even a street. These demarcations are physical and
exert a pressure of divisions between racial groups or economically between the
poor and the rich, the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots’. Architectural designs tell stories
of divisions loud and clear. Infrastructures such as streets and electrification
networks all attest to the divisions in the society. Africans are asking that if we
serve the same God, “Why does he serve and provide for us differently?” This

question is subliminal to the injustices of the past.

A White minister or pastor resides in a beautiful manse in a suburb, traditionally
constructed and a few meters from the cathedral or a sanctuary. The Black pastor
of the same denomination across the dividing line resides in a small manse,
that always looks dilapidated, with his family including some members of his
extended family, and/or including some needy members of his flock. Looking at

these two men or lately women of God, one observes:

= Both claim to have received a call from the same God to serve.
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*  Bothmightpossessthe same qualifications (though the quality of qualifications
may be unbalanced as they may come from different institutions dictated by

the racial laws of the land).

=  Both belong to the same kind of synod, presbytery or council that may be
racially divided.

=  Both lead, teach and promote the same liturgy, confessions and dogma,

although they may experience these differently.

=  Both are expected to dogmatically promote the same gospel of salvation to
the lost humankind.

The differences between these two clergymen are notjust racially or economically
observed. It is a division that questions the validity of salvation in the minds of

Africans.

=  The White clergy’s salary is generally higher than the Black clergy’s.
= Their living conditions are too wide apart

=  The White clergy will always or most of the time be mobile, while the Black
clergy is always a pedestrian.

= The White clergy’s church bank account is usually attractive with a good
balance after all accounts are paid. The Black clergy’s church bank account is

normally on zero, with temptations to go into the overdraft

This imbalance brings up the question of God’s nature when coming to justice,
especially his salvific works and promises. Africans experience God’s salvation in
hurts, agonies and misfortunes. God ends up becoming a pillow where one can
pour out sorrows. Spiritually and emotionally, African Christians feel liberated
but socially, culturally, and environmentally, feel bound. They do not have a
holistic joy of salvation as may be expected. These anomalies stress the fact that
Africans experience spiritual and material struggles, and as Oduyoye points
out, these struggles prompt people to adopt Christianity (2004:19). Oduyoye
continues to point out that the Christ of Christianity touches human needs at
all levels, and Africans are but ordinary members of the human race feeling the

need for salvation.
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Particularly in South Africa, the message of salvation is always questioned. The
situation is worsened by the fundamentalists who opt for a parochial view of
God, that spiritual freedom is what humanity needs. Sins in social structures
are the evil world to be avoided as much as possible. Discussions or association
with those prophetically addressing evil structures are to be avoided, and to
some extent, the participants are labelled heretics. There was a time when anti-
apartheid activists were labelled communists. English grammar was distorted
as the opposite of apartheid was never communism. The prophetic voices from
the clergy and pulpits were labelled as ‘false prophets’ or ‘antichrists’. The salvific
works of Christ were stripped naked and clothed null and void for oppressive
realities experienced in sociopolitical structures. Christ and the salvation
he offered was either for eschatological desires for a better life in heaven or
appropriated into realities where hope is to be awakened for a better life now

and forever.

The doctrine of salvation in Africa is to be studied deeper, and it can only
become meaningful if it is appropriated ontologically and epistemologically as
promoted and embraced by liberation theologies. It should be both spiritual and
realistic. It should become an ecclesial responsibility to bring back Christ and
his reality into African social life and engagement. When the late president,
Nelson Mandela instituted the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, the
intention was to let both the perpetrators and the victims walk together in the
light. As wounds of the past were opened, guilt, confessions and reconciliation
were enacted. Individuals, churches and civil formations had to come forth to
state what happened and how they feel about it. Regrettably, some churches did
not take up this opportunity, yet Christ was sacrificed on their altars by aligning
themselves with the status quo, or even by opting for quiet diplomacy amid
human degradation and hurts. The pastors of the same denomination would
be treated differently by those in power, and the White privileged pastors,

receiving better treatment failed to take side with their Black counterparts.

So, the doctrine of salvation was sacrificed on the pulpits where the same Christ

was proclaimed as the Savior, Deliverer, and the Redeemer. Discrimination
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based on colour, gender and economic status was rife in the church. The
crisis of conscience becomes real when African Christians enjoy fellowship in
community with other fellow believers on Sunday for few hours; and thereafter
go back to the real-life of hunger, poverty, overcrowding, and in some cases,

diseases. The question remains: “Where is Christ when it hurts so much?’

Up to the early 1990s, the South African church was nationally divided
but internationally united. One of the sad events that I experienced on a
few occasions was when South Africans of all races, denominations, or any
religious formations, had to converge in a foreign country for some ecumenical
colloquiums. Normally, on the first night, these events are officially opened by
‘flag ceremonies’. Conference hosts struggled, for instance, as to who should
carry the then South African national flag during the ceremony. The flag,
which was supposed to be a symbol of unity and patriotism, was the symbol of
oppression for most. Many White Christians in these events wanted to start
rubbing shoulders with their Black counterparts — something that they dismally
failed to do back home. In the meantime, Blacks were crying, calling and
appealing to the international Christian communities to heed their oppression
and treatment as nonentities in the country of their birth. One can see how
these ecumenical events were intended to demonstrate that salvation by Christ
is show-cased by togetherness and comradeship at all levels. In the meantime,
the majority of Black South Africans did not experience this salvation that bears
fruits of togetherness. Although salvation was experienced by personal faith in

Christ, it was socially unknown.

One of the anathemas was that some White South Africans (mostly non-
Afrikaners) carried two passports — one South African and one of the European
or North American countries. Wherever South African passport were not
welcome, these dual citizens would have the privilege of travelling there on a
foreign passport. In the past, most African countries in upper Africa did not
allow South African passport holders into their territories. Some even refused
other nationals including Americans who had their passports stamped with

South African entry or departure endorsements. Americans missionaries,
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instead of showing solidarity with apartheid victims, opted for two American
passports — one for South African embarkations and one for other African
countries. This contributed towards hostility towards those people who denied
the victims social justice at the time they needed it most. The oppressed masses,
with or without Christ, yearned to see these messengers of the gospel opting for
Jesus’ style, who saw it right to go through Samaria rather than circumventing
or avoiding the ‘pagan territory’. The example of Christ of crossing the physical
racial, cultural, and gender divides was and still is ignored by those who profess

the Lordship of the same Christ.

Christology is indeed at crossroads in Africa. Some competitors occupy the
same place as that of Christ. I have mentioned ancestors earlier. I am not in
the right position now to talk about other contenders such as dictators. In
the next section, I mention the other contender so salient in current African
Christianity. This is the witchdoctor, who is in fierce competition with Christ,

locating African Christology at the crossroads.

3.4 Christ and witchdoctor compete for the same clientele:
Power, protection and prosperity

In the typical African culture, a witchdoctor is consulted for different reasons.
One of the reasons is for power. This can be power to prevail over the enemies,
power to control, or power to repel bad omens or to overcome certain life-
challenging circumstances. The enemies can be some jealous relatives,
neighbours, co-workers or competitors in fields of business, profession, or
even romantic attractions. It is in a male ego fabric to prevail and to command
control over other species of the same kind. People, especially those associated
with possessions of wealth, would always consult the witchdoctor in order to
control or have dominion over the possessions. Not only that, a witchdoctor
is consulted to control the households, especially where polygamy is involved.
A polygamous man would like to possess some power to control or manage
his wives to abate some rivalries between his wives. The consultation might

go to an extent where a manager or a leader (sadly including some pastors)
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would consult a witchdoctor to control his or her congregants or subordinates.
One constantly hears of the pastor, school manager, cabinet minister, director-
general, etc. consulting the witchdoctor to gain control over those he leads.
Some domestic workers consult witchdoctors to win favours from their masters
in the households. Some parents take their children to the witchdoctor before
or during the school examinations to seek breakthroughs (control) for their

academic achievements.

Africans believe in witchcraft and curses. They believe that some enemies or
ancestors may send bad omens to them so that they fail in life. Failures can be
in areas of marriage, parenting, academic performance, diseases, and so on. So,
the witchdoctor is consulted to allay these omens. These are curses that may
be associated with seriti (dark shadows) or senyama (bad luck). Rituals may be
prescribed by a witchdoctor where a cleansing ceremony may be prescribed.

Once this ceremony is performed, life is normalised.

Life is vulnerable, hence should be protected. This is the second reason Africans
consult a witchdoctor. There are shadows following a person, these shadows
accompany the enemies’ wishes. Humans need to be protected from the attacks
by these curses. In many ways, consultation is done for protection against the
enemies’ crafty tactics, protection of possessions against natural disasters such as
lightning strikes, floods, livestock miscarriages, and even death. In a real sense,
Africans do not believe in natural disasters. All disasters are human inventions
and are directed by jealousy from the enemies. Even death is not natural in
Africa, the cause is always human intentions. African God and ancestors are
occupied with life, not death, especially the so-called premature death through

natural and human accidents.

The third reason for witchdoctor’s consultation is for prosperity. People
want to succeed in all areas of life: employment, wealth, health, fertility, and
all the rest. The consultation is for success in life. Africans regard misfortunes
as curses and disregard for their ancestors. Poverty, though rampant and
always on the human face, is unacceptable. The disjointed life that needs

some mending can be aligned and rectified by a witchdoctor.
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One feature that the witchdoctor is familiar with is to prophesy to an enquirer
as to who the enemy is and what the enemy’s intentions are. It is to reveal the
hidden and evil secrets by showing the enquirer that dangers waiting for him of
her. Today’s man or woman of God applies the same tactics by claiming that this
is prophetic, or a revelation of knowledge. They tell enquirers issues surrounding
their circumstances, and how to abate these misfortunes. These days, they claim
to call enquirers by personal names, identity document numbers, or by the
kind and colour of a car one drives. Sometimes they are descriptive of a family
member’s circumstances. All these are claimed to be the direction of and by the
Holy Spirit. The atmosphere created where “The prophet ‘declares and decrees’,

and the faithful ‘Receive’, no questions asked.” (Mochechane n.d:36).

These three P’s (Power, Protection, Prosperity) had been brought into African
Christianity. The channels had become the Neo-Charismatic churches.
Christians from the mainline Christian churches flock to these churches for
the same reasons th