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ABSTRACT
This thesis is an attempt to reopen the debate on the whole question of inculturation in Southern
Africaespecialy in light of the fact that we are now in amulti-lingua and multi-religious state. It is
an attempt to rehighlight the plight of the spirituaity of the amaXhosa people over the last century
when missionary and imperial ondaught relegated it to the doldrums. This plunged the amaXhosain
acrisis that has left them directionless, to put it mildly. This is said because the total ondlaught
destroyed their self-respect and their identity and begs the question as to whether their acceptability
to God was contingent on renouncing their culture especially the hidden prsences - Qamata, the

living-dead and the notion of evil spirits.

It isprecisaly because of these misconceptionsregarding African cultureand spirituality that thethesis
has a strong expository and apologetic bias primarily aimed to address, and put into proper
perspective, the significance of the Supreme Being, the living-dead and the evil spirits in African

culture. The issues are discussed within the broader socio-historical context.

The thesis is basically comparative in that it uses Celtic spirituality and the approach of the early
Cdltic church to the question of inculturation asits point of departure and as afoil against which the
preposterous actions of the church in Africa should be seen. This comparative element is also
reflected in the unmistakable “dichotomy’ of Western religion and African spirituality, or better still,
lack of spirituality, that was so fervently maintained by the missionaries and the colonialists dike. It
isfor this reason that | concur with Chidester (1996:xiv) that "the study of religion must find itself,
once again, on the frontier’. The study is informed by this approach right through. It should be
stressed, from the outset, that the idea is not comparison in order to satisfy our curiosity, nor is it
comparisonin order to try to authenticate and vindicate the bel eaguered African culture. The central
ideaof the study isto expose the absurdity of the policies of the past century in thisregard. The myth
of the pureblooded Christianity isconfronted, if not exploded. Several examplesof both inculturation

and continuities between Christianity and other faiths such as the Jewish founding faith are given.

The subtheme of cultural domination subtly spansthewhol e study culminating in Chapter Four where
the blacks begin to appropriate some of the Christian symbols and the whites a so begin to assmilate

African concepts such as ubuntu.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Aim and scope of study

The main thrust of the study is on hidden presences, i.e. the deity and the attendant presences such as
the living-dead and what is generally known as malevolent spirits. The reason for concentrating on these
three aspects of African religionisthat they actually form the basis of Xhosaspirituality. Everything else
flowsfrom, and converges on them. Thisvery issuewastheterrain of the strugglein the frantic attempts
of the early missionaries to stamp out Xhosa spirituality in al its manifestations. Thisis attested to by
the following comment by Fuller (1907:12) on African religion:

Religionisareal new ideal also, if by Religion we mean the systematic application of theology
and moral laws to human life, physical and spiritual. Often enough people see it stated that the
Kafirs have areligion of their own. Some call it "excellent,” others "complete"; but those who
have studied this so-called religion in its various forms, become convinced that its only power
isto degrade, and the only hope for its devotees is to escape from it. They have had a belief in
afirst Creator, but know nothing about Him. They worship, if they do worship, the ancestor who
was the first of their particular branch of the tribe; they people the earth with numerous spirits
of theliving and dead, who seem according to them to exist for the purpose of doing harm; they
have tribal customs which may once have meant well, but are now disgusting. It seems a pity to
cal this"Religion."

Theblatant denial of African religion was coupled with an attitude evinced by some of the colonizersand
missionaries that the people they found in Africa and in South Africain particular were not actually
people. They were either subhuman or animals.* Thiscan be seen from thefollowing commentsby Fuller
(2907:7):

There are certain distinct convictions of the white people that must be taken account of. The
Dutch as a class say that it can never be right to teach the Native or to make him a Christian.
Their position is that he is either not human, or in some way is of a lower humanity than the
white man. The Colonias as a class say that the Native has been spoiled and is being spoiled by
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education. The educated Kafir, who to them is the same as the Christian Kafir, is a good thing
made utterly worthless. But both Dutch and Colonia s know the value of the Kafir asalabourer,
and from the point of view they treat him well. Asthey put it, they treat him very much asthey
would their horse and their dog. The English as a class have no uniform method; one day they
treat the Kafir aimost as an equal, the next as less than worthless. They believe that he is
theoretically human; but they treat him according as the whim of the moment suggests.

It is contended that African religion is in tandem with how Junod (¢.1938:125), in contradistinction to

the above, explains religion:

Religionisthe manifestation of the best in human thought in the sensethat it triesto relate human
lifeto God or to the highest spirits. Religion differsfrom magicin that religion exists only where
thereisafeeling of dependence or subordination, an act of prayer and propitiation, that is, when
man tries to propitiate a force or forces in a personal way, the force or forces being realy
concelved asa so having apersonal nature... Assoon astheindividual believesin spiritual forces
with which he can come into personal contact, through ritual, sacrifices or prayers, we have a
manifestation of religion.

A subsidiary aim of the study is to show how Christianity failed, dismally, to take cognisance of the
significance of African culture in the attempts of the early missionaries to evangelise Africa. The study
shows very clearly that the missionaries, consciously or unconscioudly, had adouble agendain that they
werealso defacto agents of the colonial powerswho subjugated the propagation of the Word to cultural
and political imperialism. Mission had to serve aparticular purpose - to ensure that Western civilisation
uprootsall vestiges of culture and civilisation in Africaso that Africawould be areplica of the colonial

powers in every respect.

Saayman (in Prozesky 1990:34) gives one of the fairest explanations of the predicament of the

missionaries in colonia history:

On the other hand the missionaries were as much children of their own time as any Westerner
who lived during the eraof colonialism. They therefore paternalistically saw many benefitsinthe
whole process of colonialism and the acquiring of Western civilisation, and therefore often,
conscioudly or unconscioudly, acted as agents of the colonia authority.



Basing hisapproach on Comaroff and Comaroff's, Kiernan (in Prozesky 1990:13) rightly pointsout that:

The spread of Christianity has meant that those Africans who resisted its religious message
internalised to some extent its categories (for example, of time and work) and values (for
instance, individualism and egalitarianism). In short there was a complex exchange of influence
between the two. Christianity has modified the African worldview: on the other hand, Africans
have reinterpreted the Christian message.

The misguided notion that Christianity isa pure religion which never took over anything from receiving
cultures across the globe is shown to be afallacy in that so much of what we consider to be Christian
values, rites, festivals etc today could be traced back to pre-Christian or pagan sources. Now that we
are into a new non-racial, non-sexist, multi religious South Africa, it is imperative that some of the

negativeimpressionsand misrepresentationson African cultureand spirituality beexposed and corrected.

The study shows how closaly related African spirituality isto Celtic spirituaity and even to Judaism and
how it was undermined by the early missionariesin their frantic efforts to uproot African culture. The
comparison is essential because it shows how successful inculturation was in other parts of the world
especialy because those concerned decided, conscioudly, to integrate what was good in the receiving
cultures into the new religion. The enormity of the tragedy that happened in Africa can only be fully
realized when seen against the backdrop of what happened in other parts of the world, in thisinstance
in the early Irish church where most of the traditional forms of worship were consciously incorporated

or baptised into the new religion.

The importance of going back to earlier cultures and traditions and learn from them is articulated as
follows by Donaldson, as cited by Snyman (1996:32):

Margaret Donaldson (unpublished:1) suggests that, if answers are to be found to some of the
pressing questionswe facetoday, we ought to go back to earlier culturesand traditionsand learn
from them. Isthere a better place for Presbyterians to look for answers on the issue of spiritual
direction than the spirituality of their Celtic forebears? Not only does it make sense in terms of
our Scottish/Celtic heritage, but the close relation between Celtic and African spirituality offers



aunique and exciting point of contact for discussion of common spiritual concernsthat arisein
amulti-cultural church such as ours.

Although the study has adirect bearing on, and relevance to African spirituality in general, it should be
stressed that its central focus is the spirituality of the amaxhosa nation of the Eastern Cape Province.
The Eastern Cape Province was the cradle of both Christianity and education as well as the frontier
battlefield where the conflict between Christianity and African culture was fiercest given the imperial
domination culminating in the hundred years of war between the colonizers and the indigenous

amaXxhosa.

The first chapter is introductory and sets out the main concerns of the study and gives an overview of
African spirituality besides placing the discussion in its proper historical context both in terms of the

South African church history and global experience.

The second chapter clearly indicates that there are striking similarities between African and Celtic
gpirituality. Thiscould be ascribed to the fact that both spiritualities owe their originsto pre-Christian
traditional cultures. Both cultures were later influenced by extraneous forces such as the Irish Catholic
Church in the case of the Cdlts, and the Western Christian Church, in the case of South Africa. While
the Roman Catholic Church in Ireland decided to baptise some of the primitive cultural practices, the
church authorities in Africa sought first to destroy the receiving cultures, much to the detriment of the

Gospdl.

It isamply illustrated that alarge part of the crisisin the case of South Africawasthanksto the fact that
Christianity came coupled with colonization and imperialism. It, therefore, had ahidden agendathat went
way beyond the spread of the Word of God. Cultural domination was part of that agenda. This did not
only unleash strong resistance from those to be Christianized but it aso clouded the laudable objectives

of the early missionaries. The Gospel became the victim of its own propagators.

Thethrust of thethird chapter ison the Deity and other hidden presencesin African spirituality. Because



African spirituality had been colonized, the colonizers who were the early missionaries and their
principals refused to recognize the African way of perceiving especialy the Deity and the hidden
presences. African religion was trampled on and thrown overboard as paganism. No attempt was made
to cometo gripswith the essence of African spirituality asreflected in the African perception of God and
the role of the various presencesin African society. By refusing to accept this philosophy, on which the
very lives of the new converts depended, the early missionaries were instrumental in creating instability

in these societies because they removed the very foundations on which they stood.

The Deity, the benevolent presences and the malevolent spirits form the crux of African spirituality. It
will be observed here that Africans do not regard the ancestors as "spirits' hence the avoidance of the
term "ancestral spirits’ wherever possible. The chapter clearly demonstrates how the people'slives are
intricately intertwined with their religion. It aso shows how the colonia culture gradually impacted on

African culture.

Chapter four brings the problem closer home. The buck ends with the Western church which we
inherited, willy nilly, and which was, incidentally, very hostile to our culture. A detailed study is made
of the areasin which there were tensions and cross-pollination between Western Christian culture and

African spirituality.

As amply demonstrated in this chapter, even those African priests who ventured to commend African
gpirituality, e.g. Calataand Nyoka, did so with the view of overhauling Xhosa spirituality inlinewith the
whims of their spiritual masters. Theamwas, infact, to purge the spirituality of all so-called paganism.
No effort was made to get to the bottom of the indigenous spirituality / or spiritualities and yet no effort

was spared in condemning it or certain parts of it.

The case study on the Church of the Province of Southern Africa (henceforth known as the CPSA) in
chapter four has been deliberately included to give some indication of the ultimate scene when blacks
appropriated certain Christian ideal sand symbol sand incarnated them in some aspectsof their traditional

religion, with the whites, on the other hand, beginning to show clear signs of tolerance. This emerging



scene becomes even more exciting when seen against the backdrop of current devel opmentsin the Order
of Ethiopia(now officially renamed the Ethiopian Episcopal Church) which has evolved a culture based

liturgy for the incorporation of divinersinto the church.

The chapter ends with an exposition of the African concept of ubuntu as seen against current thinking
in quantum physics because both emphasi se wholeness and integration. Ubuntu isto African spirituality

what love isto Christianity and what the holomovement is to quantum physics.

Chapter five isageneral conclusion aimed at tying up the main points of the study and highlighting its

main thrust and purpose.

1.2 African spirituality: a broad overview

It cannot be gainsaid that the African experience of religioniscloser to that of ancient Isragl than it
is to modern Westernism. The latter tends to enforce arigid demarcation between the secular and
the sacred realm, between the natural and the supernatural whereasin traditional Africanreligionthere

isno clear line of demarcation between the spiritual and the secular.

Like the Hebrews, the Africans have an immanent view of God. The distinction between God and
creationis not as strongly defined asin Western spirituality. Thisview issummed up asfollows by the
TEE College (1989:114):

In African tradition, as in ancient Isradl, life belongs to God who "summons it into being,
strengthens and preservesit”. Religionin thiscontext isnot something peripheral, aleisuretime
activity, but it isaway of life. It impinges upon every aspect of human living. The world
therefore cannot be divided into sacred and secular spheres, because the spiritua is
experienced everywhere. Rather, the distinction is between good and evil spirits.

The last statement focuses our attention on the main objective of thisdiscussion, the concept of
the Deity in African spirituality as well asitsrelationship to the hidden presences. These hidden
presences govern the African peopl€e's existence and they give meaning to their lives. As pointed out
by the TEE College (1989:114), "God and the ancestral spirits represent all that is creative and
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life-affirming, while evil spiritsare athreat to vitality, stability and unity'. Every African person's
life isaffected, in one way or another, by the tension between God, the benevolent presences and the
maevolent spirits. Thiscomplex interrelationship between these forcesis explained asfollows by the
TEE College (1989:115):
Religion in African society isthereforenot a Sunday garment or an attitude of vague solemnity
with regard to birth, marriage and death. It isthe way in which peoplefind satisfaction for their
daily needs. It hasto do with basic human relationships through which alegianceto God finds

expression, and with theissues of land, cattle, rain, heath, well-being of the family, clan and
nation.

In line with this thinking, they continue to explain that according to Africans "milking a cow or
smearing the floor with cow dung may not appear, inthemselves, to be connected with religion, but
they are acts which bring thosein thislife into contact with the spirits of the deceased relatives and all
good things they stand for' (TEE College 1989:115).

In thisway, thereisaways tension between the concept of "God in certain things and "God in
isolation’. Let me hasten to state that African spirituality is basically panentheistic and not
pantheistic. Africansnever had godsand goddesses as wefindin other nations. They do not worship
certain objects, not even the ancestors, but they recognise the presence of God in certain natural

phenomena. This will come out more clearly when we discuss the other hidden presences.

The tension between African spirituaity and Christianity could be confronted creatively in the manner
suggested by the Lambeth Conference 1988 (1988:89) which believed that "if the Gospel can free you
from cultural oppression, it can also free you from the cultural oppression of a church that does not
know how culturally conditioned it is." This is emphasised because refusal to acknowledge cultural

conditioning has caused tension in the church.

1.3  Early contact and conflict between Christianity and African culture

Although contact between Christianity and African culture could be traced back to the visit, in 1488, of



Bartholomeu Diaz to the land of the amaXhosa, and intermittent contact between the Khoisan and the
Portuguese, English, and Dutch navigators in the period 1488 - 1652 (Pillay and Hofmeyr 1991:232),
real conflict between these two rival cultures occurred in the nineteenth century. This conflict is

articulated as follows by Hodgson (in Elphick and Davenport 1997:68):

During the nineteenth century the Xhosa-Cape frontier was moved eastwards step by step,
following conquests by the British Imperial and Cape Colonial forces. By the 1880s, after one
hundred years of war, the Xhosa-speaking peoples, from the Zuurveld in the Eastern Cape to
Pondoland, had been incorporated under British sovereignty, suffering dispossession of their
ancestral land, destruction of their polities, and displacement and domination by alien rulers.
Every aspect of their daily lives, their customs, and their beliefs had come under sustained attack
from missionaries.

Hodgson (in Elphick and Davenport ibid:68) divides the spread of Christianity into Xhosaland in the
nineteenth century into three periods. Thefirst from the end of the eighteenth century to the 1820s, the
second from the 1820s to around 1860, and the third from the 1860s to 1910.

The struggle for supremacy and the appropriation of sacred symbols manifested itself differently in each
period. The first period was open and corresponded with the open frontier. There was borrowing of
sacred symbols across borders. The second coincided with the arrival of the British settlers and the
intensification of missionary advanceinto Xhosaland. Thethird period wastermed “the high Imperial era
of the closed frontier' (Hodgson in Elphick and Davenport ibid:68), in which “white dominance emerged
unguestioned in many zones, and African people began a concerted attempt to liberate their indigenous

symbols from an alienated past.’

Vander Kemp who pioneered missionary enterpriseamong theamaX hosa condemned their "barbarous’
customs, but he never tried to aienate them from their culture or to replaceit with European valuesand

consciousness, according to Hodgson (in Elphick and Davenport 1997:70).

The expulsion and displacement of the amaXhosa from their original ancestral land® was awound that
went deeper than the struggle for agricultural land as land was associated with the buria places of

revered ancestors, and kraals served as temples for sacrifices and other rituals (see Hodgson in Elphick

8



and Davenport 1997:71). The onslaught struck at the very core of the peopl€'s existence. Take away the
land, and you have taken away the blessings of the ancestors because, as said by Hodgson (in Elphick
and Davenport ibid:71) besides the sacred buria places, “the ritual space of cattle enclosures was also
sacred; people could not |eave them without fear of losing the blessings and protection of the ancestors,

the guardians of the land'.

Beside the wars of colonization, the outbreak of the Nonggawuse cattle killing® catastrophe broke, not
only the political power of the black rulers, but it aso destroyed the cultural integrity of the black people
and gave alot of credibility and leeway to the Christian culture whose protagonists had alwayswarned
againgt the disaster of embracing a "heathen culture'. The struggle to uproot African culture was waged
even more relentlessly as the ensuing study reveals. The collective impact of these forces on African
people, let alonetheir culture, and the attitude and the complicity of the church? in this process, are spelt

out in no uncertain terms by Villa-Vicencio (1990:22):

The church played an ambiguous role in African society throughout the colonial period. The
missionaries actively promoted colonial advances made into African society and in some
instances welcomed military aggression against the Xhosa and other chiefdoms. The defeat of
African chiefs, the shattered morale of the people, theloss of land, the confiscation of cattle and
the collapse of African culture created amilieu within which missionary attemptsto lure Africans
into their missions became much easier.

Initialy rejected by the majority of African chiefs, missionary endeavours met with ameasure of
success only when the socio-economic, political and cultural structure of Xhosa society began
to crumblein the wake of frontier wars. To become a Christian was to become Westernised, to
live in square houses, wear Western clothes and participate in the colonial economy.

One of the most vociferous critics of the missionaries, Nosipho Majeke (1952:7) seems to imply that

there was a conspiracy between the missionaries and the colonialists, aview that | do not share:

Throughout all this period, more than half a century, the misionaries are at hand, preparing the
way, disarming the chiefswith their message of God's peace - a the sametimethe God of an al-
powerful nation prepared to betheir "friend.” Thusthey make easy the negotiations between the
Governor and the chief; they act as the Governor's advisers and assist in drawing up the terms
of the "treaties’. They become interpreters and "peace-makers’ while at the sametimethey are



military advisers to the invaders.

| wish to stress that my approach will be similar to the line adopted by Comaroff and Comaroff with
regard to missionary history as | agree with them that "thisis a history of events, not an event history.
Because we explore those events within a multidimensiona process, an engagement of increasing scale
and complexity, we cannot construct a single-stranded chronology in which to fit them' (Comaroff and
Comaroff 1991:39).

The study will be informed by discourse analysisin its approach because, as pointed out by Comaroff
and Comaroff (1991:11):
[T]he study of Christianity in Africais morethan an exercise in the analysis of religious change.
It ispart and parcel of the historical anthropology of colonialism and consciousness, culture and

power; of an anthropology concerned at once with the colonizer and the colonized, with
structure and agency.

In plain terms, except where the aim is purely comparative in essence, the thrust of the contact between
Christianity and African culturewill reflect not only the domination on the part of the colonizer, but also
the resistance on the part of the colonized and the impact that tension had on both parties. In this way
it is hoped that a balanced view of both the confrontation and the resultant evolutionary processes will

be ensured.

1.4  Transfer and transformation of sacred symbolsglobally and in Celtic spirituality

The attitude sketched above stems from the false notion that Christianity never assimilated anything
either from its Jewish ancestral roots or from neighbouring cultures as its history unfolded. If one
considersthe vehemence with which the early missionaries condemned all vestiges of traditional African
culture and spirituality, one would get the impression that Christianity itself is a pure blooded faith that

is untainted by cultural contacts both on the spiritual and the cultural level.

There are several grounds for believing that Christianity took over a number of symbols, rituals and

festivalsthat were, in essence non-Christianin origins. A classical exampleisthe pre-Christian Passover
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which has its roots in pre-Christian Judaism. Before the arrival of Christianity Easter denoted “the
festival of the verna equinox, and subsequently, with the coming of Christianity, it denoted the
anniversary of the resurrection of Christ' (Douglas 1974:330).

The Holy Eucharist has its roots in the pre-Christian Passover feast as well. According to Douglas
(1974.749) "there arefeatures of the meal which Jewish scholars... have noted as distinguishing features
of the Paschal feast'. The similarities are so strong that Douglas (1974:749) cannot but comment:

The Jewish Passover, based on Ex. xii and interpreted in the Haggadah for Passover and the
Mishnaic tractate Pesahim, provides the indispensable key to an understanding of the meal and
also the meaning of the Lord's Supper in the early Church.

Another interesting link with the past relates to crucifixion. Jesus was hung on a cross but Scripture
refers, at times, to atree, asymbol of humiliation. Acts5 :30 readsthat “The God of our Fathersraised
Jesus from the dead - whom you had killed by hanging on atree’. Thisis an oblique reference to pre-
Christian practice whereby “dead bodies were occasionally hung on a tree as awarning', according to
Douglas(1974:279). Thetree, in pre-Christian times, wasasymbol of humiliation, henceits substitution

for the cross.

It isalso interesting to note that atonement, one of the strongest pillars of Christianity, aso hasitsroots
in pre-Christian life where sacrifices served the same purpose. The analogy is so close that Hebrew 1X
:22 can declare that “without shedding of blood is no remission' (Douglas 1974:108).

The mitre which is now worn proudly by our bishopsis an artefact from pre-Christian times, engravings
and all (Douglas 1974:832). Still on ecclesiological matters, even theidea of an altar and accompanying
incense is not exclusively Christian in origins. It actualy emanated from pre-Christian Jewish temples
and altars where a variety of utensils, analogous with our Eucharistic vessels, were found, as attested
to by Douglas (1974:1233).

It cannot be doubted, therefore, that Christianity took over practiceseven from non-Jewish nationsdown
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the centuries. The point made hereisthat all Christian practices and symbols are not purely Christianin
origins as many of them predate Christianity, as noted above. The preposterous and arrogant denial of

the same right to African cultures is therefore quite surprising.

Pato (1998:6) argues as follows against supremacists and ideologues who regard anything African as
syncretistic:
The claim, therefore, that the use of pre-Christian symbolsis syncretistic may only reflect the
vested interest of adominant essentially colonial class. For that matter, Christmas trees, Easter
eggs, hot cross buns, to mention only afew, are just as much examples of syncretism. But how

often are they points of contention? Indeed, if there were no pre-Christian symbols and
ideologues, there could be no effective Christian symbols and ideologues either.

If one were to apply strict anti-syncretism measures to the Christian festivalsin the Christian year, one
would haveto jettison anumber of church festivalswhich arerooted in paganism. Besides Easter, which,
as seen above, is achristianized version of the Jewish Passover, (cf.Gunstone 1979:6), there are other
festivals that have become so much part of the contemporary church that we have become oblivious of

their pagan origins.

Paradoxically, Christmas, generally regarded as the most pagan of church festivals (cf. Kraabel 1982),
isone of those festivalsthat are deeply rooted in paganism because of itsoriginsin the pagan Hellenistic
world (Gunstone 1979:23). According to Gunstone (1979:24), "the Church took over the pagan festival

and baptized it for her own purposes;a process that he continues to explain as follows:

When the Christian saw his pagan neighbour looking to the shining light of Sol as a symbol of
joy, peace, and eternity, he told him that as a Christian he worshipped another and greater sun -
the oneforetold by the prophet, “the sun of righteous ... with healing in hiswings (Malachi 4.2).
Few peopletoday are awarethat the referenceto the sun when talking about Christ hasitsrootsin pagan
sun worship which was baptised asindicated above. Fewer till are aware that even our revered form of
address - "Peace be with you' is equally pagan in origins, exactly in the same way that the African

acclamation "camagu' belongs to pre-Christian ancestor veneration.
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Gunstone (1979: 31) points out that "the practice of commemorating the saints on certain days of the
year arose out of the cult of martyrs. When the Church began to acquire its own list of martyrs, their

memory was honoured likewise'.

The transfer of sacred symbols from one culture and milieu to another is nothing new if one considers
what happened in early Ireland. The theme of continuities, as Sheldrake (1995:10) calls this process, in
Cdltic religious culture, underlies the question where the distinctive pattern of Celtic Christianity came
from. Due to spatia limitations, only some of the parallels between pre-Christian culture and early
Christianity will be highlighted without discussing these in detail. The aim is to highlight the tolerance

of the early Irish church towards pre-Christian ideas.

Kraft (1988:127) cites classical examples of God's own sense of tolerance towards other cultures as
reflected in the Bible:

A third aspect of biblical relativism (again partially overlapping with the other two) is the fact
that God takes into account the cultures of the peoples with whom he deals. That is, God
conditions his expectations for each society to take account of the cultural patternsin terms of
which their lives are lived. True, God works with people for culture change. But he starts by
accepting and even endorsing customs practiced by Old Testament peoplesthat he condemns or
at least does not endorse in his dealings with Greco-Roman peoples.

To prove this point, Kraft (1988:127) cites several examples of Jewish practices that God endorsed or
condoned, e.g. davery (Leviticus 25:39-46), polygamy (2 Sam.12:7-8), levirate marriage (Deut.25:5-6)
and trial by ordeal (Num.5:11-28). Even Christ accommodated the Mosaic divorce.

Like African culture, Cdltic culture addressed the immediate needs of its peoples. Its survival could
largely be attributed to the fact that the early Irish church heeded animportant principlein cross-cultural
situations - cultura validity or cultura relativism which Kraft (1988:49) articulates as follows:

"Cultural validity" is a doctrine developed by anthropology (ordinarily referred to as "cultural
relativism™) that maintains that an observer should be careful to evaluate a culturefirst in terms
of its own values, goals, and focuses before venturing to compare it (either positively or
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negatively) with any other culture.

As pointed out by Sheldrake (1995:9) "it is fair to say that the Church in Celtic lands took over
wholesale so many of the existing cultural and socia structures that it seemed to Christianise

traditional religionina more systematic way'.

The first example was aritual, adapted from pre-Christian origins, called caim. This was a ritual
whereby people drew a circle around themselves with theindex finger of the right hand when faced
with danger (Sheldrake ibid:9). It was done for protection and could be equated with making the sign

of the Cross for blessing in Christianity.

Samain was the greatest festival of the Celtic year. It was one of the four major turning points of the
seasons marking the end of the year and the beginning of another at the divide between autum and
winter. It later came to correspond to the Christian Feast day of All Saints (Sheldrake ibid:10),

among others.

Another important cultural issueinold Cdtic life waskinship which, no doubt, paved the way for
fellowship in early Christianity. It was exactly in such socid relationswhere druidic  schools played
an important role asprecursors of Christian community forms such as theinstitution of soul
friends (anamchara) and other Celtic ascetics (Sheldrake ibid:20). Celtic society was a close-knit
society.

Even the Irish society's preference for the monastic order to episcopacy had its roots in old Irish
social life which was based on kinship instead of rigid stratification. However, Sheldrake (ibid:14)
stresses that a ‘rigid antithesisbetween monastic and conventiona pastoral organisation inthe Celtic

church is far too crude'.

When it comesto continuity of place there were also some interesting developments. Thefirst of these
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was the Celtic tendency to name placesinterms of events. It later manifested itself in the naming
of Christian placesin thelandscape. According to sources, theorigina Celtic Church sites were simply
planted on pre-Christian places of religiousor socia significance (Sheldrakeibid: 18). A good example

of this trandation was Armagh in Ireland which took its name (Ard Macha) from a pagan goddess.

There were also various rura sacred sites in Ireland which had particular associations with tribal
celebrations, racesand games and which werelater trandated into graves of saints. A good example
of thisis the number of Churches dedicated to St Helen from Ellen the Celtic goddess of three heads
who was associated with wells (Sheldrake ibid:18).

Pagan deities were sometimes retained in Christian demonology. The attributes and even the
names of earlier gods and their characteristics were kept aive by the early Irish Church and allocated
to saints. The saints were given attributes of the former gods. There is also a strong correlation
between the pantheon of old gods and the Christian belief in angels. The lower gods could be trandlated
as lower grades of spiritual beings under a single supreme God (Sheldrake ibid:20).

Another continuity of association with pre-Christian "high places was with regard to St Michael

which was built on atraditional wooded Celtic burial mound.
The Celts felt themselves surrounded by gods who were close at  hand rather than distant and
disengaged. Thesegods offered fertility and protection. The Chief wasthe custodian of these powers

in the same way as the role later played by the abbot and the abbess in the monastery.

The Celts belief in afterlife was a blessing for the church because it easily trandated into resurrection
(Cunliffe 1992:23).

Even old Celtic sculpture and their carved stone pillars trandated into the high Crosses that

characterised the early church.
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It isalso quite remarkable to compare the Celtics drinking from a common cup carried from person to
person by a dave (Cunliffe ibid:42) to thechaiceandthe role of the priest, God'sown dave, inthe
church. St Paul (Eph.3:1) calls himself “the prisoner of Jesus Christ’.

A pagan trinity existed in pre-Christian Ireland and this easily trandated into the Divine Christian
Trinity.

All the above ensured continuity from pagan culture and cosmology to early Christianity. Eventhe

pagan worship of the Sungod trandlated very well into the Christian Supreme Being (De Paor 1993:10).

From the above, it cannot be doubted that Christianity found easier acceptance in early Celtic society
because it wasbased on what the people knew. 1t confirmed what they could relate to instead of trying
to destroy what they knew. It remains a great pity that those who carried the Gospel into Africa
worked for the decimation of African culture and religion instead of building onit. Thisdecisionto

put Christian values on a collision course with African valuesis regrettable.

Spatial constraintsdo not allow amore detail ed discussion of the cross pollination between pre-Christian
and Christian symbols, rituals and festivals. Suffice to say that the fallacy of a pure blooded Christianity

isamyth.

Contrary to what has been sketched above, the seed of the bias against African religion was sown at the
very inception of the church in South Africa. Pato (1998:5) articulates the attitude of Bishop Gray, the

founder of the Anglican Church in South Africa as follows in this regard:

When he founded the CPSA in 1870, the church Gray knew and which he represented was his
home church, the Church of England. Thus the CPSA was structured to be like the church at
"home", England. The dominant features became, and to a large extent still are, those of the
Church of England.

Itisinlight of thisattitude that it wasfelt imperative to present a case study of the relations between the
black congregations of the CPSA and their white counterparts in the Eastern Cape.
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15 Conclusion

This introductory chapter highlighted the primary objectives of the study as well as methodological
issues. Besides giving an overview of African spiritudlity, it also placed the study in perspective by
sketching the early missionary history in the Eastern Cape as well as how the early Celtic church
addressed smilar issues.

Notes:

1. Chidester (1996:14) confirmsthis by commenting that “in many cases the diagnosis of an alien
society without religion was delivered bluntly in the assertion that such people were brutes or
beasts and that “as animals by comparison to Europeans, ...they lacked any recognisable human
right or entitlement to the land in which they lived'.

2. The unholy alliance between colonizer and missionary had itsrootsin the firm belief that the one
complemented the other as can be seen in Ricards (n.d.: 54).

3. See ad'so Chidester (1996:103).

4, See dso Encyclopedia Britannica (1975:1014) for similar colonia insengitivity in China
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CHAPTER TWO

ASPECTS OF AFRICAN AND CELTIC SPIRITUALITY : SOME PARALLELSAND
COMMONALITIES.

2.1. Introduction

It should be stressed from the outset that thisisa broad comparison of some of the salient features
of Celtic spirituality and African spirituality. The aim is not to seek or force a one to one
correspondence between the two spiritualities but to show that there are striking similarities and
commonalities between them. Sometimesthe discussion goesbeyond issuesthat are manifestly spiritual
to purely cultural issues. The reason for thisisthat it is sometimes difficult to separate the two.* It also
depends on how narrowly one defines spirituality because, as pointed out by Schneiders (1989:679)
“the term has broadened to connote the whole of the life of faith and even the life of the person asa

whole, including its bodily, psychological, socia, and political dimensions.

Two factors seem to undergird these similarities. Thefirstis that both spiritualities emanated from
pagan or pre-Christian culturesthat seem to have alot in common aswill be seen from this discussion.
The second factor relates to similar historical developments and evolutionary processes in  both
Ireland and South Africa. Both were heavily influenced by foreign imperial powers, the Romans
and the British, respectively, and both had Christianity foisted onthem willy nilly although the modus
operandi differed in some cases.

In Ireland, the Roman Catholic Church authorities resorted to baptizing some of the pagan cultural
practices thereby integrating or grafting them into the new faith. In Africa, the colonizers sought to
destroy what was perceived to be pagan cultures so that they could replace them with the culture
of the colonizers. Christianization, therefore, went hand in hand with imperialism. A lot of energy was
wasted on trying to rid African converts of their indigenous culture. They had to be given new names,
a new God, a new form of worship, a new lifestyleand, tocrownitall, a new culture. No doubt,

they entered the new faith as underdogs, as putty to be moulded and manipulated by the missionaries.
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De Waal (1991:14) decries this situation when she says:

The price that the Church has paid for its neglect of the Celtic tradition was thus brought
hometome very forcibly in Africa If the nineteenth-century missionaries had been able
to speak to the African in these more primal and universal termsthat had resonance with what
they already knew, perhapsthat might have meant avery great difference.

This does not mean that the Celts were better off. They also faced difficult odds as stated by Cunliffe
(1992:33):

They terified and fascinated their Greek and Roman neighbours, these "barbarian™
inhabitants of the European heartland. They had no written history, not even awritten
language of their own, no dominant city- statesto impose order, no clear-cut boundaries.

Hughes (1987:1) sums up theattitude of the colonial invaders, eg. Gerald of Wales, to the primitive
Celts:

It is generally recognized that his information was unsatisfactory and his point of view
prejudiced: nevertheless his writings throw some light on an invader's attitude to the native
Irish. Gerald stresses the primitive character of their way of life... They arelazy people, who
think that "the greatest pleasure is not to work and the greatest wealth is to enjoy liberty'.
Their clothes and fashionsare odd, their customs barbarous.

2.2. A compendium of parallelsand similarities between African and Celtic spirituality

2.2.1 Kinship and kingship
The Cdltic church, according to Donaldson (1994:1) “wasfamilial or family based in its organisation.
Cdltic society was rural and the basic unitsof settlement and socia organisation were the family and
the clan. There is amost a comparison with the extended family of the kraa in African society.” As

pointed out by De Waal (1991:24), “the pagan Celts in Ireland and throughout Europe value their

families and tribal affiliations.'
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African tribal communities are adso largely familia. Kinship plays an important rolein the people's
lives. Families and extended families constitute clans which in turn form tribes? exactly as explained
by Bradley (1993:5) with regard to primitive Celtic society:

In marked contrast to the centralised and urban nature of Roman society the Celts lifestyle
was rural and strongly tribal. Their lands were divided into small kingdoms loosely ruled
by princes. Kingship wasregarded as a sacred office and hadits own hierarchy with smaller
chiefs and princes paying allegianceto a high king. In genera terms, however, Celtic society
was non- hierarchical and decentralised, being madeup of a series of loosely organised
and largely autonomous communities bound together by family ties much aong the line of the
clan in the Scottish highlands.

This resonates with what was found in Africa at the peak of itstribal societies. Dwane (1989:107)

articulates this as follows:

Xhosas believe that the human family consists in households, clans, tribes, nations, and
their respective ancestries. Those who arein thislife, are governed by the overall injunction
to preserve certain key values, which converge upon, and are subsumed in the concept
ubuntu.

With the passing of time and the introduction of the notorious closer settlements, the familial character
of thebasic unit changed but itstribal structure remained.® With different peopleforced to live together
inrural villagesinstead of the scattered family houses of the past, thebasic units tended to become
more heterogeneous. Thedifferent levelsof chiefsruled over particular tribes askingship contributed
to tribal cohesion. This cohesion centred around the concept and way of lifethat Dwane touched on

above and which he (Dwane 1989:107) explains as follows:

Ubuntu broadly speaking is the ideathat other people€'s humanity and its clams upon one
must be taken serioudy. Itisthe Xhosaversion of the precept that we must treat others as
we would expect them to treat us. The Xhosas say “unyawo alunampumlo' - tomorrow you
might be astranger and find yourself dependent upon someone else's mercies; so take care
how you treat the people you encounter.
African chiefs contributed to the establishment of churches by granting the missionaries land on
which to build churches. Thesamehappenedinlreland. Maireand Liam de Paor (1978:33) say inthis

regard:
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Although not all the Irish kings accepted Christianity from Patrick - Loiguire the high king,
among others, remaning pagan - there was little opposition to his ministry and he was
permitted to move through the country, baptizing, confirming, ordaining clergy, and
founding churches. He speaks of “countlessnumbers' of converts and many of the petty kings
are recorded as making grants of land for the building of churches.

The economies of both societies were pastoral and agricultural. There were no cities or towns.
People lived in tribal villages mainly as separate clans. Coupled with the strong pre-Christian culture
that had evolved over many years, thislife offered al the conditionsfor receiving the Christian faith
except for sporadic outbreaks of war which sometimes disturbed the peace and led to large-scale
destruction of what had been achieved. A good example that comes to mind was the burning down
of the old Lovedaeduring one of the frontier wars. This led to the missionaries deciding to

send Tiyo Soga, the first black to be ordained as priest, to Scotland for training and ordination.

In these societies cattle played an important role, hence the following remark by Maire and Liam de
Paor (1978:77):

The importance of cattle is amply demonstrated not only by the laws, the stories, and the
annals, but also by the results of archeological excavation.

Another classical indicator of this closeknit family lifewas the Celtic practice of drinking from a
common cup carried from person to person by a slave (Cunliffe 1992:42). Except for the slave, this
practice is still prevalent in African societies where the beaker has to be passed on from person to
person until it reachesthe last person at the beer party. The amaXhosa, therefore, found the chalice
and the communal drinking of the holy eucharistic wine something they could easily relate to.

It is aso interesting to note another parallel between these two nations concerning the storage of
grain. In both societies grain was stored in below-ground silos for long-term use or in small granaries
above ground to keep it away from damp and from rodents (Cunliffe 1992:60). The ground silos or
cornpits (izisele) werea common feature of traditional African society. The same applied to the

granaries (iindladla) which were used to store grain above ground.

21



The dancing sunisanother interesting commonality in the two cultures. O' Donoghue (1993:15) also
pointsout that astriking feature of lifein Ireland "is the custom of going to see the sun rising on Easter
morning with the expectation that it may move and dance asakind of manifestation of this central
mystery of the risen Christ'. | remember, as ayoung boy, how awe inspiring it was on the farms when
al of us, inour best Christmas clothes, stood with our parents watching the rising sun dance! Funnily

enough, it no longer seems to dance anymore now.

Still on the social front, there is another remarkable parallel between Celticand African spirituality.
This involves children. Bradley (1993:43) points out that it was common practice for primitive Irish
people to hand anewly- born baby over thefire. Thispractice usedto be widely followed in primitive
Xhosasocieties. A newly-born child would be swung over afire acrossthe smoke of particular herbs.
The belief was that the smoke from the herbs would strengthen the child against adversity especialy
physical abuse. The missionaries eschewed the practice especially because they abhorred the words
that were purportedly uttered while swinging the child over thefire: "You must deny even what you
know" ("uze ukhanyele into oyaziyo").* If these words were true, then onewould haveto find the
rationale behind this sort of utterance. It could have been that it started with wars and the torture
of captives. Africans, like many other nations, detest turncoats and spies. One has only to remember
what happened in more recent years when the socalled spies (iimpimpi) were killed by the notorious
necklace method. Rather than risk thisfate, one hadtodeny all knowledge of actionsthat werelikely

to result in selling out.

2.2.2 Namingin terms of events
The Cdtshad atendency to name placesinterms of events. Later this manifested itself in the naming
of Christian placesinthelandscape. According to sources, theoriginal Church sitesweresimply planted
on pre-Christian places of religious or socia significance (Sheldrake 1995:18).
Among the amaX hosa people are sometimes named after certainevents, eg. Nomvula and Mvuleni,

femde and male respectively, were born on aday or time when there was abundant rainfall.

Nomfazwe's birth coincided with war while Nonkwenkwezi was born in 1910 when the historical
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Haley's Comet was spotted. Naming people after events seemsto be the closest parallel to the Celtic
practice of naming places after events. As a non-recording nation, the amaxXhosafind it difficult to

associate the current place names with historical events.

2.2.3 Thegodsand the spirits of the departed

The Cdlts felt themselves surrounded by gods who were close a hand rather than distant and
disengaged. These gods ensured fertility and protection. It cannot be gainsaid that some African
nations have their gods or divinities, eg.the401 Yoruban divinities (orisa) mentioned in Thorpe
(1991.91), but the amaXhosa, as far as could be ascertained, never really had any gods. The closest
paralel tothisin Xhosasociety are the living-dead who are benevolent beings (not spirits) whose main
function is to ensure good life and well-being except when someone has gone against socia and ritua

norms in which case they exercisetheir prerogative to punish the offender.®

Both the Celtsand the Africansbelievein afterlife. The Celts attitude to the world to comeis shown
with great clarity by the way their graveswerefurnished with the equipment they would need, each
according to his status (Cunliffe 1992:23).

The amaXhosa also used to bury the male heads-of-household in the sameway. The man would be
buried with his pipe, tobacco and sometimes with some maize seed or millet so that he could sow and
cultivate crops when he reaches hisdestination. It was also not uncommon to see him buried with his

weapons - a stick, a spear and a shield.

The reverence which the amaXhosa have for the departed is shown in the way in which they perform
various rituals after the death of a head-of-household. Besides theritual to send him off to his ancestors
(ukukhapha), another ritual hasto be performed after afew yearsto bring him back home (ukubuyisa)
so that he can bewith hisfamily abeitinaninvisibleform. Itisthisbeing that ensures thelink between
theliving and the Deity. The living-dead being so close to the Deity act as intermediaries between
theliving, the dead and the Deity. That iswhy Ferguson (1988:16) rightly points out that “only atissue

paper separates the material from the spiritual'. The African God is immanent but he cannot be
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approached directly. Like the Chief, accessto him is via the councillors, inthis case, theliving-dead

conjured up as invisible beings and not really as "spirits’.

The most important issuein Celtic spirituality is the presence of God throughout creation. God is
presented as a Triune God - God the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit - in the various prayers
ranging from the kindling of the firein the morning and smooring it in the evening, on the one side,
to avariety of other protection prayers, on the other. As pointed out by O' Donoghue (1993:52)
there isaways "a clear distinction between what is seen and understood and what lies beyond

vision and understanding'.

There seems to be some correlation between the hatching blessing and its attendant rituals on the one
side, and the imbeleko ritual on the other. According to O' Donoghue (1993:54ff) “this work of
putting the hen to hatching wasseen in terms of aritua whichlinked it up with the heavenly bodies

and with the heavenly presences.

The invocation of the presence of God in thisact of re-creation resonates with the invocation of
the ancestors as the plenipotentiaries of Qamata during the imbeleko ceremony which is also
amed at enhancing creation and linking the hidden presences with the visible presences. The Celtic
ritual enacted by the woman's going sunwise with the little basket as she sets out to put the eggs to
hatch, corresponds with the African woman's act of presenting her child to amember of the family
who comes up to the doorway holding a goat by its horns before it is slaughtered as aritual to
introduce the new member of the family to the living and the living-dead. Both rituals convert

ordinary reproductive actions into sacred creation exercises. (See also O' Donoghue 1993:56).

It is obviousfrom the above that the question of hidden presencesis pivota in Celtic spirituality, as
stressed by O' Donoghue (1993:59):

The people of the Carmina Gadelica lived in aworld of many dimensions, some of them
entirely hidden from our modern eyes. These dimensions opened up in many directions,
opened into regionsdown in the depths but more especially upwardsto "The Sacred Three' and
“the Namethat is Highest of all'.
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In contrast to the ancestors in African spirituality, angels and saints played a crucia role in
Cdtic gpirituality. These presences depended on careful consideration and some deep rooted
imagination as thisbelief system crumbles in the face of dogmatism and scepticism as pointed out
by O' Donoghue (1993:61).

The angelic world opens up at the margins of thisworld where a certain kind of imagination
reveals tentatively and faintly, never obviously, a world of light so delicate and tenuous
that it isblown away by both dogmatism and scepticism.

The Celts aso believed in the ancestral presences which they equated with angels. Thisis explained
asfollows by O' Donoghue (1993:69):

There is a sense inwhich, for the people of the Carmina, the dead are aways present in the
elementsand in the seasons and changes of nature, being asit were "ministering angels, that
is, human beingswho are taken into thework of angelsin theworld "beyond' that iswithin our
everyday world.

2.2.4 Malevolent spirits

It is interesting to note that both the Celts and Africans believed in the presence of malevolent spirits.
They are not ashamed to express their fear for these malevolent forces. The “cam' and other

protection prayers clearly indicatethat this fear wasaredlity intheir lives.

Cdtic Christianity, according to Bradley (1993:45) recognised the existence of good and evil
forces because ‘their view derived from pre-Christian belief in a world populated by good and evil
spirits, a world of spells and incantations ... it also had strong foundationsin the sense of demonol ogy

and the portrayal of aworld inthe grip of evil forces which is so clearly found in the Bible.
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The presence of evil forces in Celtic spirituality isexplained as follows by O' Donoghue (1993:64):

Now and then inthe Carmina Gadelicawe come across references to evil beings and forces
contrary to human well-being. Only now and then, only here and there, but enough to let us
seethat these folk were deeply conscious of the Adversary, variously named, variously
personalised.

De Waal (1991:111) also expresses this quite poignantly:

The Celtic world was one in which men and women feared the redlity of evil. They were
willing to admit the power of the forces of darkness. They did not attempt to deny sin, pain
and suffering. Therewasno running away here. They did not hesitate either to name the dark
powers or recognize the part that they played in their lives. Today we are rarely as honest.
Perhapswe are just beginning to face up to sin and evil and to talk about them.

It is also interesting to note the commonalities between the Celts and Africans on the cause of some
illnesses.  Aspointed out by Cunliffe (1992:69), "the Celtsbelieved that if a human being was at risk
through serious disease or because of exposureto danger, it was because the godswerewrathful. The
only way to placate the antagonism, and to save the endangered life, wasthereforeto offer another

lifeinits place. Criminals were preferred as sacrifices.

Of course the main commonality here iswith reference to the cause of someillnesses whichisascribed
totheagency of theliving-dead who are by nature benevolent. This philosophy among the amaxXhosa

forms the basis of Jordan's monumental novel, The Wrath of the ancestors, wherelarge scale disaster

follows blatant disregard of traditional customs.

This leads usto another clear correlation between Celtic and African spirituality - human agency in
the manipulation of evil forces. O' Donoghue (1993:65) contendsthat "it would be naive to rule out
the possibility of connivance and collusion on the part of men and women with the destructive forces,

variously understood and invoked.'

Like in African spirituality the Celtswere conscious of anumber of beings which were connected with

evil forces. Onetype of these is explained asfollows by O' Donoghue (1993:65ff):
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But as arulethe Shee or Leannawn Shee were not so much evil as mischievous, capable of
leading humans a merry dance if they are interfered with.

Because Celtic spirituality recognised the presence of antagonistic or malevolent spirits, the Celts
also believed that salvation was possible through Christ and his many powers in the same way that
Africans believed that Qamata had the power to protect them from all kinds of evils.

Whilethe Trinity, theophany and the harmony in creation arewell known hallmarks of Celtic spirituality,
the Celts belief inthe existence of malevolent spiritsand theimpact thishad ontheir livesare two issues

that are not as fully appreciated.

One of the strongest resemblances between Celtic and African spirituality is their openness about the
presence of malevolent spirits. Both spiritualities acknowledge the presence of evil forces that
threaten people's daily lives, hence the proliferation of protection prayers in Celtic spirituality and

hence the strong belief in the ancestors as protectors in African society.

The best known piece of writing in regard to protection in Celtic society isthe hymn or invocation
known as St Patrick's Breastplate, otherwise known asthe Deer's Cry. St Patrick's Breastplate takes
us to the heart of Celtic spirituality. This type of prayer is called a Lorica (protection prayer)
and itisacommonly found form of prayer, bothin medieval manuscript collectionsandin the material
collected in the 19th Century by Alexander Carmichael. Theterm "Lorica means "breastplate”. It
is amilitary/defensive term, referring to the armour worn by a soldier. Itis thisreliance on God's
unfailing protection by the Celts that has led Bradley (1993:32) to stress, in thisregard, that Celtic
spirituality “is shot through with a sense of the presence of God and it powerfully invokes his protection

against the forces of evil'.
It cannot be gainsaid that one of the primary evils against which protection had to be sought was the

demonic powers. Prayers such as St Patrick's Breastplate aimed at counteracting such menace

by invoking God's supreme power and presence. O' Donoghue (1989:57) articulatesthis asfollows:
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Sincethe Loricaisaprotection prayer itsmain purpose is to dea with the enemiesthat menace
the wayfarer. Some of the enemies against which protectionis sought areevil chancesof life:
death by fire, by wounding, by drowning. The great enemy isthe demon. For the people of the
Loricathe demon is avery concrete and persona reality, powerful, subtle, cruel, unrelenting.

The demon resonates withtheevil spirits that Africansassociate with sorcery. Becausethe Celtswere
acutely aware of the seen and the unseen dangersthat surrounded them, God's protection wasasne
quanonin their lives. Asconfirmed by De Waal (1988:159) "in alife that was full of danger and

uncertainty prayers for protection and theshielding of God wasseenasa very immediate redity'.

In both cultures dreams and visions play a paralel role. The Celts attached great significance to
dreams as can be seen in the Lives of saints. Sellner (1993:16) remarks as follows about the

importance of dreams in Celtic society:

This Celtic Christian spirituality wasvery much the child of the pagan culture which preceded
it, onethat valued poetic imagination and artistic creativity, kinship relations and the
warmth of the hearth, the wonder of stories and the guidance of dreams.

Among the amaXhosa dreams area means of communication between the living and the dead. It
is through dreams that one would get a message from the ancestors telling one to slaughter a beast
for a particular ritual. This aso resonates with Sellner's (1993:30) statement that “the dead saints
appear to their friends, sometimes indreamsor invisons in which their soulsare seento be carried

to heaven'.

A classical example of the importance of dreams in Xhosa society is the historica Nonggawuse
dream in which she purportedly had avision of her ancestors who told her to tell the people to
destroy all their livestock and empty all their ground silos because the ancestors were about to send
armies to drive the white people to the sea after which food would be made available in abundance.
Most of the chiefsbelieved her because it was generaly known that ancestors appear in dreams and

visons.
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2.2.5 Plantswith medicinal powers

Because of the bond between both peoples and nature, healing played an important role in Celtic and
African spirituality. "The Celts approached the natural world with afeeling of familiarity and a sense
of reverence and awe' (De Waal 1991:89). According to their philosophy, “al good things come
from God and thisincludesthe medicinal plants and healing powers. God's graceis everywhere, even
in medicina plants (Mackey 1989:13).

Needless to say that Africans aso believe in the potency of certain medicinal plants. These plantsare
said to cure avariety of ailments.® Itisonlyin recent years that western medicine is moving towards
some co-operation between western doctors and traditional healers, an attempt which aims to restore

the tiesthat were broken by western religion which refused to recognise traditional medicine.

2.2.6 Closenessto nature

Donaldson (1994:4) stresses that "a closeness and harmonious relationship with nature was another
feature of the Celtic Church. This can be seen in many ways. Peregrenatio itself depended on
entrusting oneself to the elements in God's created world'.

There are severa pointersto the fact that Africans too were closely related with nature, if not now,
at least inthe not so distant past. The first of these isthe use of certain animals as totems among

some of the black tribes. Junod (1938:107) explains totemism as follows:

Totemism is the belief that there exists between a social group, a clan or a family, an
intimate relationship with one given natural object, especidly an animal, which is thus
considered asthe emblem of such aclanor family. Itisprobablethat all Bantu tribes went
through atotemic period, to-day this totemism has practicaly disappeared amongst
Southern Bantu, and one canonly find traces of it in some manifestations of the life of the

group.
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One of thesetotemsisthe snake"uMagjola’ which formsthe crux of Jordan's story in The Wrath of the

ancestors. Thesecondis theelephant among the amaH|ubi especially those called Ndlovu, the elephant.
Among the Sotho tribes we have the Taung (Lion) tribe, to mention but a few. Another strong
indicator can be found in such fossilized forms of language as idioms and expressions, of which we
have large numbers, that relate to animals, wildlife and the landscape.” Nature is respected because it
isbelieved that it reflects God. De Waal (1991:78) clearly indicates that this theophany should not be

confused with pantheism:

Thereisnever any confusion between the Creator and the world of hiscreating. Godisinvolved
in hiscreation, and is close to everything that he has made in his world, but thereis here
avision of creation which yet avoids pantheism.

2.2.7 TheCdtic and the South African bards

There are striking similarities between the Celtic bard® and the traditional African bard or praise poet
assome prefer to call them as pointed out by Mafeje (1967:195):

| am here suggesting a similarity between the role of the Celtic bard and that of the South
African bard, despite the fact that some linguists such as Jordan believe that the South
African traditional bards are a genre for which no exact paralld is to be found either in
classical or in modern Western poetry'. | think, institutionaly, there are parallels and this
can be seen from the way the South African bard arose ...

Mafge (1967:196) summarizes the parallels between these bards, the Celtic and the South Africa

bards, as follows:

0] both the European and the South African bards came from the commoner rank;
(i) their positions depended on their general acceptance by the people;
(@iii)  the roles of both types are characterized by some measure of freedom to criticize,

whether subtly or openly, those in authority, i.e. the Kings and Chiefs.
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2.2.8 The Cedltic and the Xhosa sense of sin

Needlessto say that Celtic Christianity was characterized by a discernible sense of sin and sorrow.
According to de Waal (1991:101) ‘the sense of sin, reparation for sin, extreme austerity and
asceticism are equally part of the Celtic way to God, and giveit itspower and strength as much as

does its creation-centred spirituality'.

In contradistinction, the amaXhosa had no perception of sinin the Western theological sense, but they
had a clear sense of what is wrong and what is right. To them, wrongdoing went further than
committing an offence against an unseen God. All wrongswere wrongs against persons, dead or alive.
Theliving dead were wronged too when the person concerned failed to do his duty towards them

or when he had committed an incestuous act.

Therewere, however, timeswhen peoples actionscamecloseto sinfulness as weknow itinthe Bible.
If a boy's operation took extraordinarily long to heal at the circumcision school, he was
confronted by the guardian (ikhankatha) and told to confess the wrong that he might have done
to some member of the family. This usually involved sexua acts that were incestuous. Ascan be
seen, this came very close to confession and sin in the Biblical sense of the word. The guardian

(ikhankatha) in this context came close to filling the parallel position of a soul-friend (anamchara).

2.2.9 Polygamy

The last parallel between the Celts and Africans relates to the much debated issue of polygamy.
Hughes (1979:47) explains the practice in Irish society as follows:

This ismade more complicated by thefact that a woman might have children by more than one
husband, while a man very probably had children by morethan one wife. For Irish society
was polygamous. Thisdoesnot mean that society was permissive. On the contrary, marriages
must have been carefully arranged and illegal unions carried severe deterrants. But a man
might have a chief wife and a subordinate wife or wives (the usual word - a borrowing - is
adaltrach), who areal described as “lawful women'.
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This resonates with practice in Africain general where, intraditional societies, men were allowed to

marry as many wives as they could afford to support. Soga (c.1931:136) remarks as follows about

polygamy:

The custom of polygamy may be said to be universal among all tribes of Bantu origin. It is,
however, practised in varying degrees by different tribes, some of which  though recognising
polygamy as the tribal custom largely practise monogamy. The reason for thisis practical and
economic rather than ethical.

The custom bore the brunt of missionary wrath. Only one person in the colonia times came to its
defence. This was none other than Bishop Colenso who found it very difficult to refuse to admit

polygamists to the church. Dwane (1989:118) reflects Colenso's views as follows:

| feel very strongly that the usua practice of enforcing the separation of wivesfrom their
husbands, upon conversion to Christianity, is quite unwarrantable, and opposed to the plain
teaching of our Lord. It is placing a stumbling block, which he has not set, inthe way of
recelving the Gospel ... If natives become Christians before their marriage, they would, of
course, be alowed only one wife.

It cannot be doubted that these views were too radical for the Church of thetime. This led to
strained relations between Colenso and his superiors. Added to Colenso's other revolutionary views
on African culture and the church, they were part of hisendless strife with the Metropolitan,
ultimately leading to his breaking away from the established church.

The Western church militated against polygamy throughout Africa. The only other missionary who
resisted itsravagesin thisregard was Bachmann in Tanzania. He also refused to turn away polygamists

from the church. Fiedler (1996:62) reports this confrontation with the church as follows:

... after some years he extended his conviction that opposition to polygamy was not part of the
gospel but an ill-suited import from Western culture to its consequence, when he reached the
conclusionthat the church would not only haveto agreeto polygamous unions contracted before
baptism but also if they were contracted after baptism.
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A close examination of the situation in Africa as a whole reveals the real cancer in the whole issue -
Western civilization and its disastrous effects on indigenous cultures. One cannot but agree with

Gutmann's feelings on European civilization, as reported by Fiedler (1996:35):

Gutmann saw two adversaries to the work of the church, the first being Islam, the second and
the much more dangerous one being civilization... But he saw European civilization as a much
more formidable enemy because it destroyed the very socia organisms which were destined by
God to be the vessdl to receive the gospel.

The main objection to Western civilization in this context is that it went hand in hand with imperialism
as attested to by John Philip (1828:ix - x):

While our missionaries, beyond the borders of the colony of the Cape of Good Hope, are
everywhere scattering the seeds of civilization, social order, and happiness, they are by the most
unexceptionable means, extending British interests, British influence, and the British empire.

2.3. Conclusion

One could go on ad nauseum trying to highlight commonalities and parallels between these two
spiritualities and cultures. Suffice to say that thereare striking similarities and commonalities in the

peoples lives, cultures and spirituaities as evidenced in the foregoing compendium.

It should also be stressed that the materia has been deliberately presented in broad perspective
rather than in-depth in order to show the extent of the commonalities. Of courseit isto be understood
that there is atrade off here in that these could not all be treated in detail.

Notes:

1. Mbiti (1994:13) associates African religion with African heritage in general and later comments
that "African religion isfound in al aspects of life" (Mbiti 1994:29).

2. SeeMbiti (1994:175).

3. See aso Soga (€.1931:17).

33



Soga (1931) explains the custom but refrains from commenting on the denying part of it. Elliot
(1970:56), on the other hand, has an interesting commentary on this vexing question:

This ceremony has tremendous significance in the child's later life because it means he
must never betray hisfriends or give them away. Even though he knows they have done
wrong, he is supposed to deny all knowledge and act asif he knew nothing.

See Soga (€.1931:318).

Soga (¢.1931:216) even mentionsintelezi (Bulbine Asphodeloides), a plant said to have power
to prevent lightning.

Soga (€.1931:329-350) gives alist of such idiomsand metaphors.

Likethe African bardswho stroveto uphold social justice and harmony in their communities, the
Celtic bards, according to Simpson (1995:13) promoted the spread of Christianity:

Bards played a key role in Cdltic life. They were the storytellers, poets and songsters
who, together with the seerswho interpreted the meaning, passed on the message so that
it touched parts the formal church functionaries could never reach. This enabled
Christianity to survive fierce ideological ondaughts.



CHAPTER THREE
THE DEITY AND OTHER PRESENCESIN AFRICAN SPIRITUALITY
3.1. Introduction

Before embarking on thistheme, alow meto try to explain my understanding of spirituality asused in
this discussion. Spirituality can mean different things to different people, let alone different nations.
Itsmeaning isnot static as could be seen from the fact that “in fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, it stood
for theclergy asadistinct order of society, and sometimes for ecclesiastica property or revenue,
according to Wakefield (1983:361). He (ibid:361) further explains spirituaity as follows:

This is a word which has come much into vogue to describe those attitudes, beliefs,
practices which animate people'slives and help them to reach out towards super-sensible
redities.

Jones et al (1986:xxii) concede that the term spirituality is not easy to define:

“Spirituality’, we confess, is a vague word, often used with no clear meaning, or with a
wide and vague significance; but we can think of no better singleword to describe our subject.
We are concerned with the individua prayer and communion with God, both of the
“ordinary Christian' and of those with specia spiritua gifts, and with the outer life which
supports and flows from this devotion; in other words with mystical theology and with
such partsof moral and ascetica theology asrelate toit.

Even though we tend to speak of African spirituality in the singular there are, in fact, severa African
spiritualities as attested to by Pobee (in Wakefield 1983:5):

Spirituality may be understood as “the personal relation of man to God' (Sudbrack), the ways
in which Africans appropriate - body, soul and mind - the salvific mission of Christ. Given the
diversity of Africanness and the diversity of Christian traditions, we can only expect to find
African spirituality in the plural.

African spirituality as used hererefersto a contrived distillation of some common issues in African

gpiritualities across a wide spectrum, taking into consideration that these issueswill be more stressed in

the one African spirituality than in the other.
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3.2. TheDeity in African spirituality

In our quest for labels thereis atendency to negate the presence and even the notion of the Deity
or Godin other religions. A second falacy isto equate Western spirituality with God about whom all
Westernerswere unanimous and of whom they had total conception from the beginnings of the world.
Thiskind of thinking givesrise to the notion that African people had no conception of God before the

arriva of the missionaries.

It cannot be gainsaid that Christianity in Southern Africa piggy-backed on cultural imperialism and
colonialism which were characterized by atendency to denigrate and uproot all traces of the indigenous
or receiving cultures. Coupled with the fact that the conquerors had an undue advantage because they
owned the essential propaganda systems such as printing presses and the media, these misconceptions

about African spirituality soon became fact. Misconception became fact by propagation.

Perhaps the strongest and the most often cited misconception about Africans' and the Deity was made
by Alberti in 1807 (Fehr 1968:47) who once said:

Among the Kaffirs there is smply no conception of God, or aninvisible Being, to whom they
ascribe a powerful influence over themselves or on nature in general. One sees other
uncivilized races, who worship the sun or other real or imaginary objects thereby indicating
that they surmise that they are the origin of the ordinary or the extraordinary occurrence of
nature or owe their existence to a particular all-embracing authority, from which to expect
benefit or detriment. Of this, however, one does not discover the dightest evidence amongst
these Kaffirs. Religious ceremoniesand priests are completely unknown to them.

This flat denia of knowledge about God among the Africans at thetime has, ironically, confirmed that
Africans did not worship certain objects including, by implication, ancestors. Ironically, Alberti
seemed to sensethe presence of someinexplicable power behind the thinking of the very same Africans
when he (Alberti in Fehr 1968:48) said:
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It is true that one occasionaly attributes some adversity to the effect of an inexplicable
power, which has been inflamed by anger, and one then endeavoursto pacify thiswrath or to
divert it from oneself by making honourable amends. In the meantime, however, it is not
possible to discover agenerally acknowledged direct and recognizable cause, just aslittle asone
finds that one can personify that inexplicable power or conceive atrue being or spirit.

Writing exactly one hundred years later, Maclean contradicts Alberti's view that religious ceremonies
and priests were completely unknown to the early amaxXhosa. He (Maclean 1906: 107) saysabout rain

makers:

This is another of the heathenish vanities in which the benighted Kafirs put their trust. They
firmly believe that some of their priests have the power to cause it to rain; and that were it not
for the baneful and malicious influence of the "amagqgwira' or sorcerers, this blessing would
uniformly follow the rites and ceremonies performed in order to its attainment.

It isinteresting to note that Junod, one of the earlier anthropologists, held a smilar view to his
compatriots but he acceded, at least, that there was some kind of Divinity, Creator, in the African
spirituality or belief system. It isclear that the earlier missionaries, unlike Junod, had no resourcesfor
understanding African culture and spirituality. Anthropologists such as Junod had better tools of

discernment compared to earlier missionaries. Junod (1938:132:) wrote about heaven and earth:

These ideas have amuch less religious character than ancestor worship. Thereisredly no
direct connexion with Almighty God or with Heaven. Religious means arelation between
men and spiritual beings, as best expressed in the monotheistic religion, where a definite
personal relationship exists between man and his God. Tonga, lla, Rots, Sutho, Nguni,
practically all Bantu peoples, Central, Northern and Southern, believein akind of Divinity,
Creator and sometimes Providence.

Junod indicates that some African people had a clear conception of a Supreme Being. He
(1938:137) describes this Divinity as follows:

The Supreme Being amongst the BaRotsi iscalled Nyambe. He is more remote than Lezais
to the lla. However, every morning the Zambezian presents Nyambe with an offering of
water in awooden plate placed on a little dtar built in hiskraal; he kneelsdown, heturnshis
face towards the rising sun, and twice makes the roya salute "Yo-Sho!" Then he bows his
head and claps his hands, muttering certain words.
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Junod (1938:137) then describesin detail how the Zambezian prepared for the prayer to Nyambe and
what he says in the prayer:

"One of the older men or the oldest of the village must address the prayer to Nyambe. He gets
up before dawn, because the spot must bewell prepared and perfectly clean beforethe prayer
starts. He clears the place of all weeds and sweeps carefully the centre of the square of the
village. Then hebuildsup asmall heap of purewhite sand, onthetop of which he placesaclean
plate with afew grains of mieliesor millet. He kneels down politely, facing therisng sun, a
little behind the offering.  With a loud voice, and giving the royal saute, arms uplifted and
bending the upper part of the body repeatedly, he says: -

"Y 000 shooo! Yooo shooo! O Great King! No man can be compared to Thee. We cometo
Thee, because Thy favoursare innumerable. Thou showest great compassionto Thy servants;
we come to Thee, so as to receive Thy blessing and so as to be strengthened. Thou art a
powerful King, O King Nyambe! Everything is possible for Thee. Thou canst call back to
Thee dl men and they cannot refuse compliance, as Thou reignest over all things. May Thy
rains water our seeds so that they may grow, as Thou art al-powerful..."

The detractors of African spirituality consistently givetheimpression that God in Western religion was
a given, right from Adam. Murray (in Owen 1971:vii) argues that even among the great Greek

philosophers there was no unanimity about God:

We shdl find the Parmenidestelling us that God coincides with the universe, whichisa
sphere and immovable; Heraclitus, that God is “day night, summer winter, war peace,satiety
hunger; Xenophanes, that God is all-seeing, al-hearing, and all mind; and as for his supposed
human shape, why, if bullsand lionswere to speak about God they would doubtlesstell ushe
was abull or alion...'

Murray (in Owen 1971:vii) makesinteresting comments on these divergent views as to the nature of
God:

At the one extreme the word "God' signifies a transcendent, infinite being who is Creator and
Lord of the universe. At the other extreme it is applied...to any finite entity or experience
which possessesspecia significance or which evokesspecial gratitude. Between these extremes
there are alarge number of other usages. Sometimes men have worshipped many gods whom
they have concelved as magnified human beings existing in a supramundane realm. At
other timesthey have believed in one God who isidentical with theworld, so that "God' and
"Nature' become interchangeable.
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It took the early philosopherssuch as Philo, Aquinas, Aristotle, Plato and many others many years
of cogitation and contemplation before they could come forward with some general ideas regarding
the nature of God. This holy mystery, whileit is both transcendent and immanent, remains nothing
less than a mystery even today. Neither has advancement in civilization or science enabled
those concerned to arrive at conclusive proof of God's identity, let alone existence. At least,
Swinburne is honest about these differences when he (1996:3) says in one of the most recent
discussions of this vexing problem:

| emphasize that, in this chapter, when | write that God does this or is like that, | am not

assuming that there is a God, but merely spelling out what the claim that there is a God

amountsto. | am not directly concerned to assess the claim that there is a God, where "God'

isbeing understood in some quite different sense, as thename of aquite different sort of being
from the one worshipped in Western religion.

Mbiti (1994:45) explainsthe African origins of belief in God as follows:

All African peoples believe in God. They take this belief for granted. It isat the center of
African Religion and dominates al its other beliefs. But exactly how this belief in God
originated, we do not know. Weonly know that it isavery ancient belief in Africanreligious
life.

To show how widespread this belief in God is, Mbiti (1994:47) compiled along list of
God-names from various African countries. In some countries there are several names for God. Itis
Mbiti's contention that there are thousandsof God-namesin the continent which “showsusclearly that
African peoples are very familiar with the belief in God and that over the years they have formulated
certain ideas about God' (Mbiti 1994:48). The amaXhosaalso have several namesfor God athough the
standard appellation is Thixo.

The four categories suggested by Mbiti for grouping African ideas about God - what he does, human
pictures of God, the nature of God, and people's relationship with God - are not radically different
from the anthropomorphic attributesfound in Western religion. The only exception, however, iswith
regard to God as aMother of the peoplein matriarchal countries. It istruethat context doesinfluence
the way people view God. Judao-Christian spirituality, because of the experiences of the Jews,

emphasizes God as Protector, Father, Judge, Warrior, Cloud, Rock and even Fire.
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Because the missionaries contended that “the Xhosahad noword in their language to express deity’,
Hodgson listsseveral names? which were supplied by the late Professor Pahl, ranging from uMdali
and uMenzi to Qamatawhich the missionaries rejected in favour of Thixo (Hodgson 1982:42). They

insisted that Qamata was a pagan god and God had to be given a Christian name in the same way that

so many people could not use their African names for the same reasons.

Soga, one of our most outstanding anthropologists, put the question of the Supreme Being beyond
doubt when he (Soga 1931:149) said:

If the belief in asupreme, and only one God, on the part of arace or tribe, is an indication of
Monotheism, then it may without doubt be asserted that the amaXosa are monotheistic in
religion. They have a conception of a Supreme Being clearly defined: a God who is the
creator of al things, who controlsand governs all, and as such isthe rewarder of good and the
punisher of evil.

There have been sporadic murmurs expressing disquiet about the use of the God-name Thixo, a
borrowing from Khoisan which the missionaries preferred to the original Xhosaword for God, Qamata

Hodgson (1982:104) explains these sentiments as follows:

Most Xhosa Christians affirm auniversal concept of the Creator. Inaddition, many argue that
Qamata whom they have adways known isthe same asthe Christian God. Thereisastrong
move today to replace the name Thixo, which isregarded as having been foisted onthem by the
missionaries, with Qamata. Thisconformswith thedesireto recover past traditionsand customs
aspart of theblack cultural renaissance, and goestogether with the resurgence of the ancestor
cult.

3.2.1 Thelink between humanity and Qamata

Here liesthe basic difference between African and Western spirituality. We approach God differently.
Because God isgreat and amighty, like the King in secular life, he cannot be approached directly. In
African society one cannot go straight to the Chief or King. Hehas to approach the councillorsfirst
and he might even consult the junior Chief before consulting the King via his councillors. In the same
way, God or Qamata cannot be approached directly. One hasto go through the ancestors® who act as
intermediaries between humanity and Qamata. The ancestors are approached through sacrifices and
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appropriate propitiatory addresses or prayers. They convey the people's wishes and supplications to
Qamata.

Assaid above, Qamata, even at the linguistic level, could not be accepted into the spiritual terminology
less so in the ontology of divine deity. Consequently, only the Western God was recognized. The
missionaries opted for the Khoisan appellation, Thixo, rather than the extant God-name, Qamata, who

was regarded as an idol.

The ondaught on Qamata was severe, no wonder that Ntsikana, thefirst Xhosaconvert, referred, in his
famous Great Hymn, to Thixo and not to Qamata even though the metaphors and the expressions used
in the panegyric belong to traditional oral poetry. The following trandation of Ntsikana's Great Hymn
appearsin Opland (1992:111-112):

Heis the Great God, who isin heaven

Thou are Thou, shield* of truth.

Thou art Thou, stronghold® of truth.

Thou art Thou, thicket® of truth.

Thou art Thou, who dwellest in the highest.’

He, who created life,® below, created life above.®
That creator™® who created, created heaven.

That maker'* of the stars, and the Pleiades.

A dtar flashed forth, it wastelling us.

Maker'? of the blind, does he not make them on purpose?
The trumpet sounded, it has called us,

Asfor his chase, he hunts the souls.*®

He, who amalgamates flocks' rejecting each other.
He, the leader,™ who has led us.

He, the great blanket,*® which we put on.

Those hands" of thine, they are wounded.

Thy blood,*® why isit streaming?

Thy blood,™ it was shed for us.

This great price, have we called for it?

This home of thine,® have we called for it.

41



Several very dgignificant metaphors have been used to describe God as seen by this newly
converted tribesman. These connote the following: protection [4-5], security [6],transcendence [7]
creator [8-12), omnipotence [13], unity[14], providence [15], comfort [16], God in Jesus [17],
sacrifice[18-19], conversion [20] whichisanallusionto Konwanas house, oneof theearlier converts.
The early missionaries edited the praises to read "wakhonana' which isnot only senseless but also
totally foreign because they probably did not want to canonize or honour such a humble family.
Some say thisallusion refers to the Soga family which later produced the first African priest to
be ordained.

It is interesting to note the resonances between Ntsikanas Great Hymn and the following Celtic
"Morning Prayer' from Allchin and Esther de Waal's collection, Threshold of Light (1988:2):

Morning Prayer

| believe, O God of al gods,
That Thou art the eternal Father of life:
That Thou art the eternal Father of love.

| believe, O Lord and God of the peoples,
That Thou art the creator of the high heavens,
That Thou art the creator of the skies above,
That Thou art the creator of the oceans below.

| believe, O Lord and God of the peoples,

That Thou art He who created my soul and set
its warp.

Who created my body from dust and from ashes,

Who gave to my body breath and to my soul its
possession.

Father, bless to me my body,
Father, bless to me my soul,
Father, blessto me my life,
Father, blessto me my belief.

Like the Celtic prayerswhich are Trinitarian, Ntsikana'sGreat Hymn and doxology is Trinitarian. The
three Godheads are blended perfectly. It startswith God the Father and moves on to God the Son and
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the Holy Spirit who is seen as a leader who has led his people and then as a blanket which is wrapped
around the people. Theimage of God as a blanket that envelopes peopleisalso found in the following
Cdtic poem from David Adam'’s collection (1989:11):

Dressing Prayer

Thisday | bind around me

The power of the Sacred Three
The hand to hold,

The heart to love,

The eyesto see,

The Presence of the Trinity.

| wrap around my mortal frame

The power of the Creator's name:

The Father's might, His holy arm,

To shield this day and keep from harm.

| cover myself from above

With the great Redeemer's love.

The Son's bright light to shine on me,
To protect this day, to eternity.

| pull around me with morning light
The knowledge of the Spirit's sight.
The Strengthener's eye to keep guard,
Covering my path when it is hard.

Thisday | bind around me
The power of the Sacred Three.

It isclear from Ntsikana's hymn that there was a shift in consciousness from the traditional conception
of God to Western conception and symbols with the images of the colonized culture running parallel
withthose of the colonizing culture- shield, stronghold, thicket, Maker, hunter and great blanket, onthe
one side, and trumpet, wounded hands [of Jesus] and flowing blood, on the other. No doubt the

colonizers were introduced, perhaps for the first time in their lives, to images relating to African deity.
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3.2.2 Benevolent presences

The ancestors in African society effectively takethe place of saints in Western religion. Their
presenceis invoked to ensure safety, good health, peaceor communion with Qamata Whenever
thereisaritua to be performed, the names of the living-dead will be recited in litanic fashion by the
most senior member of the family in the same way that some Christians particularly Roman

Catholics and Orthodox believers would send supplications through Mary or other saints.

Okure (1998) raises very thought provoking, if not controversial, questions regarding the relationship
between the Holy Spirit and the ancestors. She, in effect, calls for the renunciation of the ancestors if
African Christians are to take their place as children of God in Christ through the Holy Spirit, the only
legitimate intermediary between us and God.

While Okure's concern for the supremacy of the Holy Spirit is understood, she seems, especialy in the
case of Xhosaspirituality, to missthe point. The ancestors and the Holy Spirit are not in conflict asthey
are neither contending nor similar spirits. The amaXhosa, while acknowledging afterlife as spiritual
existence, view the ancestors as living beings much like as when they werein thisworld. Thisview isin
tandemwith the point made by Mbiti (1994:79) that “the spirits of theliving dead ook asthey did when

they were humans.

The ancestors do not purport to displace the Holy Spirit and Jesus Christ from their position as adirect
line of communication. Fundamentalist Pan-Africanist Christianity sees God and the Holy Spirit asone.
It is only the historical Jesus who gained himself the position of Proto-Ancestor through incarnation.
Working through the ancestors does not undermine the Holy Spirit who remains God (Qamata) and all

his vital force.

Thorpe (1991:109) articulates this as follows:

In many respects the attitude adopted by African people to the Supreme Creator resembles
the respect accorded their rulers. Throughout Africa proper procedures must be observed if
aperson wishes to addressahuman ruler. An ordinary person cannot simply enter directly into
the presence of a chief or king but can do so only indirectly through approved mediators
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or councillors. This attitude or respect for authority extends to the spiritual arena as well
so that intermediaries are necessary if one wishesto address divinity. This is particularly
true regarding the Supreme Being who is considered to be behind everything - cattle, animals
in genera, trees and plant life as well as human beings.

Several causes could lead to the need to seek God's favour or protection - famine, death, bad luck,
ill-health and many other exigencies. Worshipping God in this way is designed to restore harmony
between God and the affected party or thecommunity. It should, however, bestressed that Qamata's
presence is not only sought when things go wrong. It is also sought when one has experienced some
unexpected good fortuneor when things really go well during which time athanksgiving sacrifice
would bemade. The role of the sacrificesis explained as follows by Mbiti (1994:66):

People make offeringsand sacrificesin order to draw the attention of God to their needs, but

these things are not alwaysgivento himdirectly. Itis believed that God does not need such

things. The sacrificesand offerings are then made to lesser spiritual beings, such asdivinities,

spiritsand the departed. Theseact as go-betweens between men and God. They are expected
to receive the offerings and sacrifices, and thenrelay people's requests to God.

Mbiti (1990:69) correctly pointsout that "theliving-dead occupy the ontological position between the
spiritsand men and between God and men. They in effect speak a bilingua language of human beings
whom they recently “left' or of God to Whom they are now nearer than when they were in their
physica life.”*

The point made by Mbiti that God does not want the sacrifices per seisvery interesting. It
meansthat the sacrifices are not an end inthemselves, but they are ameans of ensuring communion
with God. It should aso be stressed that the living-dead have to be mandated by the living people
to act on their behaf. They haveto betrandated by the living into this new capacity. Therefore when
ahead of ahousehold dies, an ox must be slaughtered for him to send him off (ukukhapha) and after
some time another beast must be slaughtered® to bring him back home (ukubuyisa). These rituals

ensure hismandateto act onbehalf of hisfamily asaproperly appointed ambassador-plenipotentiary.

Although there is a clear line of demarcation between the Deity (Qamata), the ancestors, and
humanity, African spirituality regards the relationship as one of harmony rather than mutual

exclusivity hence Africans spare no effort in ensuring good relations between Qamata, the
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ancestors and humanity. Anything that threatens thisrelationship or coexistence is vehemently
opposed by society. Thiscan rangefrom antisocia behaviour, sorcery and irresponsibility to failing to
do the family ritualsand to display humaneness towards others (ubuntu). Qamatais the God of the
whole community. It isthereforeimperative that the whole community and the whole nation behavein
ways that would be acceptable to him, failing which retribution and public censure would follow on

the whole community.

Thislink between the Deity, the living-dead and humanity isnot confined to onefixed place or aphysica
structure. The God of the African is omnipresent. He goes with him/her everywhere he/she goes.
That iswhy an African man would invoke God's presence when going on along journey or even on
a hazardous short trip. On along journey several occurrences would indicate that his ancestors are
accompanying him for it was usually men who undertook these hazardous journeys. The appearance
of the Capelongclaw (ingilo) wasasuresignthat hisjourney hasthe blessings of the ancestors. This
luck could aso be crowned by the appearance of ahoneybird which would lead him to abeehive. The
man would also say prayers of thanksgiving as he throws a stone or two at the igvivane (cairn)
alongside theroad. If the head of the household moves house he calls his neighbours together and
he informs them and the ancestorsthat heismoving to anew place of abodewhere, on arrival, he has
to inform the ancestorsonce more of his present whereabouts. The constant need for ancestral blessing

resonates with Celtic culture which is very sacramental. There is always a need to bless.

Contrary to what earlier scholars said about the non-existence of priestsin African religion, Soga
(1931:156) confirms our contention that the diviners actually played the role of the priestsin African
society. Thisishow he views the role of the priest-diviners:

The priest-diviner workswithin certain well-defined limits. The scope of hisactivitiesinclude
(sc) cases of illness, sickness, poisoning, sudden death, lost property, failure of crops,
epidemics of disease in human beings and cattle, mysterious deaths in flocks, times of
natural calamity, asking favours of the ancestral spirits on behalf of some important tribal
interest.

It is evident from the above that African spirituality isbased on theism and not on deism which
Morin (1990:12) defines as follows:
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This term denotes the doctrine of those who, whilergecting the God of Christian revelation,
nevertheless accept the existence of a supreme Being whose nature remains somewhat
indeterminate. This God doesnot have anything in particular to do with God conceived of as
a person as one finds him in thelsm.

Thorpe (1991:108) wraps up this debate by pointing out that “throughout most of Africathereisa
belief in a Supreme Being who created and set the world in motion and then, more or less, withdrew'.
It has been amply illustrated in this discussion that the God of the Africans is not a deusremotus.
He lives with them in their daily lives through the medium of hisintermediaries, theliving dead in the
sameway that the God of Christianity's presence on earth is spiritual and not physical.

When the Western church came and vociferoudly tried to destroy the indigenous peoplée's belief in
their ancestors they, in fact, were destroying the very fabric on which African communities were
founded. The ancestors protected the people from the hordes of evil spiritsthat threatened their lives
and well-being. Thisis confirmed by Eiselen and Schapera (in Schapera 1966:254):

The ancestor spirits, as we have seen, have power to protect and help their descendants, aswell
asto punish them. Continued good fortuneisattributed to their benevolence, while calamity
may result from neglecting them. The good relations between them and their descendants
must therefore be maintained with meticulous care. It ismore essential to retain their
favour than to propitiate them occasionaly; and so a certain well-defined conduct towards
them is traditionally prescribed.

It istherefore a sine qua non in African society to ensure the presence of the benevolent presencesin
order to stave off the wrath of evil spirits. Christian fundamentalists have often argued quite
vehemently that Christ wasthe one and only sacrifice and therefore anything else is idolatry. This

raises interesting questions regarding the place of Christin African spirituality.

Benezet Bujo (in AfricaFaith & Justice Network 1996:140) resolves the issue by suggesting that Jesus
Christ be regarded as some kind of Proto-Ancestor so as not to place him in conflict with the natural
ancestors:
Numerous studies have made clear the deepest significance of the belief in ancestorsfor thelife
of Black African men and women. An ancestor is the main pillar on which acommunity or clan
rests. The ancestor constitutes the unity of the community and represents the pivotal point from

which all actions of the members of aclan take their dynamism and legitimacy. This observation
is extremely important for an ecclesiological blueprint that strives to be at home in the Black
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Africancultura heritage. Inthisarticlel attempt to trace thefundamental concept of ecclesiology
back to Jesus Christ as Proto-Ancestor in such a way that the vitality of the community of
believers will be visible in both a spiritual and organizational manner.

This view resonates with the following comments by Dwane (1979:235):

As “Inyange lamanyange' Jesus is the First-born of all the amanyange. He stands in their midst
astheir Inkulu, the Priest who offers intercessions on their behalf, and on behalf of their living
descendants. But he does not abolish their role as intercessors. Instead he unites their care for
their descendants, and intercessionsfor them with hisown, thus rendering them perfect and pure.

Africanfundamentalistsargue very strongly that Christ and hisrolein Christianity should not be brought
into conflict with the role of the ancestors in African society. Instead of playing the one against the
other, they need to beallowed to complement each other. Black Christian believerswho uphold both
areinfact using a double barreled gunagainst the powersof evil spirits. Thereconciliation isfurther
enhanced by thefact that Africansdo not deny that Christ is God and that the ancestorsare not gods
but invisible agenciesthat mediate between peopleand God inthe sameway that angelsand saintsare
not gods but vital links between us and God. Infact, there are strong parallels between the
institution of angelsand saints and that of ancestors. While we revere the angels and the saintswe never
set them up against Christ and the Deity. The same applies to the benevolent presences. As Mbiti
(1994:81) points out the belief in spirits helps to explain the universe. He emphasizes that “we should
remind ourselvesthat the belief in the existence of spiritsprovides people with the explanation of

many mysteries which they find in the universe.

3.2.3 Malevolent spirits

It is not my intention to be entangled in the polemic or endless debate on witchcraft and superstition.
Neither isthe purpose of this section of the dissertation totry to draw a clear line of demarcation
between witchcraft and sorcery. My thinking on these issues resonates with what Mbiti (1990:197)
says.
Witcheraft is aterm used more properly and broadly, to describe al sorts of evil employment
of mystical power, generaly in asecret fashion. African societies do not often draw the rather
academic distinction between witchcraft, sorcery, evil magic, evil eye and other ways of
employing mystical power to do harm to someone or his belongings. Generally the same word

isused for al these English terms; and the same person is accused or suspected of employing
one or more of these ways of hurting members of his community.
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This explanation has been necessitated by thefact that adiscussion of malevolent spirits impinges
on our understanding of the terms used in connection with witcheraft in al its varied

manifestations.

Eiselen and Schapera (in Schapera 1966:269ff) refer to"lesser Deities’ intheir discussion of African
religious beliefs and practices. These are, according to them, local spirits of various kinds whom they

explain asfollows:

The Bantu findly believe in loca spirits of various kinds whose sinister presence is
generaly greatly feared. There are sacred woods or mountainsinhabited by the spiritsof dead
Chiefs or ancient dynasties, or by dissociated spirits, often vague and shadowy in
character, but none the less terrifying and dangerous to the traveller; there are spirits of
streams and pools, round whom collect many weird beliefs and fearsome tales.

No doubt the association of spiritswith sacred woods or groves and mountains resonates with the awe
withwhich these wereregarded in primitive Celtic society. It wasthisvery sacredness that led the early
church to decide to found its own Christian structures on those primitive sites and landscapes in

order to bridge the gap between the old and the new.

Of the so-called lesser deities mentioned by the two authors, | wishto refer only to afew which
areknown inNguni societies. Thefirst of these are the Thikoloshe (sometimes called Tokolosh)
or uHili and iChanti. Contemporary mythology regards both as agents of sorcery. Thikoloshe is
said to be used by sorcererstodo all kindsof evil errands associated with witchcraft.?* Theseevil deeds
are explained as follows by Hoernle (in Schapera 1966:241):

The sorcerer, unlike the witch, conscioudy and ddiberately, by himsalf or with the aid
of a nganga, endeavours to bring about the death of an enemy by magica means. By
placing concoctions secretly in the courtyard or in the hut or in the pathway, or putting
ill-working ingredients into a person'sfood, or even wishing him ill or threatening himin a
quarrel, he does his evil work.

Hoernle (in Schapera 1966:244) describes Thikoloshe very vividly:

Thikoloshe or uHili, the familiar most widely believed and most commonly adduced as the
means of witchcraft, is a small hairy being, having the form of aman but so small that he only
reachesto aman'sknee. He has hair all over hisface and coming out of hisears, and his face
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is squashed up like a baboon. The penisof a male is so long that he carries it over his
shoulder, and he has only one buttock. Both male and femae Thikoloshe wear skins, and
liveindongasand on the banks of rivers. Thikoloshe hasanikhubalo ("charm™) with which
he can make himsdlf invisible, and he is only seen by adults who own him and by some
children. In himself Thikoloshe is only mischievous, bent on thieving, and is often
playful, but as afamiliar heis dreaded. A woman witch (iggwira) who has a Thikoloshe
always has a male one, and she has sexual relations with him. Some say men have a femae
Thikoloshe, but others say only women have them. At night, Thikoloshe are sent by their
owners to make peopleill, or to kill them.

Having heard dl this, it is evident that Thikoloshe cannot, by any stretch of imagination, be associated
with the deity. He or she is part of the malevolent spirit realm. It is interesting to note that even after
years of enlightenment, the belief in the existence of this spirit still persists. The latest manifestation of
such a spirit was reported in the Fort Hare student newspaper, Comtalk (May 1998:8), by Chumani

Mbus who wrote under the caption "Invisible creature threatens Mdeni family":

The Easter holiday was a nightmare for the Mathe family, risiding of (sic) Mdeni Village near
Alice, after what isbelieved to beaninvisible and invincible creature set aight their clothes, beds
and blankets, shattering windows into small crystals with hot stones and bricks.

According to thereport, an eyewitness, MrsNosence Mathe, ahawker in Alice, said theincident started
on Tuesday, the 10th February when they were television news at 7:30 pm. Her report goes on as

follows, according to the students newspaper article:

"We heard loud bangs on the roof, but we just ignored that, we thought that there were children
playing outside. The following day, the same time as the day before, the noise started again, it
was like there was someone throwing stones. We saw window panes breaking down and flying
al over the house. My husband went outside to investigate but he saw nothing”, she said.
Nosence saysthat they did not sleep that night untill the following day. " A fire started bellowing
inthemorning burning mattresses and clothes and even those wet hanging on theline. It islike
agpiritfireanditisvery fast", she added that "the big round hot stones were also making acome
back hitting everyone on the site.”

For many generations, the most feared of al the evil spirits was the impundulu or lightning bird.
It was said to be extremely viciousand caused the death of innumerable numbers of people. A striking
feature of thisevil spiritisthat it issaid to be owned by women exclusively, in the sameway that only

women owned inyoka yabafazi (the women'ssnake). Both are used to causeillnessto adults and to
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young children or babies, respectively. It is interesting to note that, until the coming of Western
medicine, theimpundulu was said to bethe undoubted cause of such diseases as T B whosefatal

symptoms were the vomiting of blood by the afflicted.

The iChanti is another feared magical snake. No doubt, itisalso one of those snakesthat are associated
with sorcery. According to Hoernle (in Schapera 1966:244),
Ichanti is asnake which livesin rivers and which has power of metamorphosis, appearing in
any form. Anyone who seesit falsill and will dieunlesstreated by a magician. Some people

say that the ichanti sometimes works on its own; others, that it is always controlled by a
witch.

Hoernle (in Schapera 1966:244) also refers to umamlambo as a dangerous charm which can turn into
asnake. It isused by men in order to get rich very quickly. One who has this charm is said to be
extremely lucky. Hiscowswould breed very fast and his money would double in the bank and
whatever hetoucheswould figuratively turn into gold. But the price of theserichesissaid to be very
high as the owner would have to sacrifice afamily member at times. Some also allege that the man is
expected to have sex with this snake. It is also stated that the snake can turn itself into avery beautiful

woman with severa female sexual organs to be satisfied.

Isthunzela (zombie) isanother dreaded spiritin African society. Itsawesomeness could be attributed
tothefact thatitis the spirit of adead human being who had been raised by means of witchcraft. The
personisno longer himself or herself but has become the sorcerer's agent or tool to do whatever evil

the sorcerer wants to do. Hoernle (in Schapera 1966:245) explains this spirit as follows:

Even evil omens never come of themselves, but are always sent by a witch. But perhaps
worst of al their malefactions isinterference with bodies of the dead. Flesh of corpses
is one of the most dangerous ingredients of ubuthi, and thisuseisbad enough. But witches
can raise the dead and use them as their daves. The witch beats the grave with a switch, and
the grave opens and the body comesout. He drives a wooden splinter into the dead
man's head so that he becomes foolish, and pierces histongue with along bone needle, so that
he cannot speak. The raised person (isithunzela or umkhovu) takes the form he had when he
was dive.

It cannot be doubted that these and many other beliefs or superstitions have a strong grip on the

lives of many African people, including somewho professto be practising Christians. They impact on
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their view of life, sicknessand death. Their behaviour would be largely circumscribed by these fears

and doubts, potentialities and realities because to some these are not mere superstitions but realities.

Any religion that underminesthesefears or feelings or even superstitions cannot go far in influencing the
livesof theaffected parties. Arrogant denialsand denigration cannot alter people's beliefs, hencethe

following warning from Hoernle (in Schapera 1966:221):

The student who approachesfor the first time the subject of Bantu medicine and magic
needsmorethan ever to remember the famous saying of the Roman poet : Homo sum, humani
nihil alienum ame puto. Hewill meet with beliefs and practices which Western Science would
deem "superstition”, and European morals and law would deem immoral andillegal. But he
will err gravely if, for this reason, healowshimsef to regard these beliefs and practices as
manifestations of a kind of mentality with which he, as a European, has nothing in common.
On the contrary, they lie within the scope of our common human nature. The very same
beliefs and practices- same in principle, if notin detail - werean integral part of the European
civilizationof our own ancestors. Right down into the modern times, the belief in witchcraft was
not felt to bein conflict with Christianity. It was shared, and acted on, by learned and
unlearned aike - by priest and doctor, by judge and magistrate, no less than by private
burgher in towns or the peasant of the countryside.

3.3 Thegradual rise of a new consciousness

The question of the deity and the African presences was the most contentious issue among the
missionaries and their African converts during the struggle for the appropriation of sacred symbols. The
success of thewholemissionary endeavour hinged on thefull-scal e replacement of the “heathen deity and
beief system' by the Western God and belief system. That is why the early colonization of African

consciousness advanced at two levels, as explained by Comaroff and Comaroff (1991:199):

At itsmost tangible it involved what the evangelists termed "direct influence” - the effort, that
IS, to convert the heathen by exposure to the divine truth, to a persuasive account of the sacred
narrative. But at adeeper level only partially distinguished from thefirst, the Nonconformists set
their sights on a"revolution in the habits of [the] people; on reforming the African by engaging
himin an argument whose termsthey regulated, and whose structure bore the hegemonic forms,
the taken-for-granted tropes, of the colonizing culture.
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This chapter was not concerned with the deeper level, the politics of space, but with the first level in
which the missionaries persuasively sought to bring about a new consciousness and conversion to the
colonized blacks. As seen above, they had no alternative but to regject outright whatever they considered
to bein conflict with their own intentions and objectives. To people who believed implicitly, rightly or
wrongly, that they were ordained by God "to cast the native as a savage "other" whose difference was
to be"converted" into the currency of the Christian commonwealth' (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991:198),

the battle lines were drawn right from the outset and compromise was not part of the agenda.

The colonizerswere not foreign to theideaof reverencefor certainindividual s such asancestors because
they had numerous saints they revered but they were antagonistic to the African ancestors merely or
largely because they regarded them as pagan. Africans, on the other hand, easily accepted the idea of
saints since they resonated with their own ancestors and, secondly, the idea of resurrection was not at
al unfamiliar to them given the fact that they were aware of life after death. On the evil spirit level, once
again, the blacks easily assimilated the idea of biblical demons and demoniacs because these resonated
with the host of evil spirits in African society whose existence, ironically enough, the missionaries
vehemently denied. Asin the case of the Tswana people, this contact could not but interinfluence those
involved as pointed out by Comaroff and Comaroff (1991:238):

For along time, however, thevast majority of Southern Tswanaremained rel uctant to enter more
closdly into the society of the church. They refused to give the anxious evangelists what they
hoped for most, some sign of the intention to convert; although, aswe have already said, amore
diffuse process of conversion to the signs and practices of European Protestantism was already
well under way.

In Xhosaland aso the two-edged sword manifested its power in the rise of such early converts as
Ntsikana, Soga and many more who followed in their footsteps while on the side of the colonizers some
were beginning to appreciate the significance of certain aspects of African culture, e.g. Colenso and

others.
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3.4. Conclusion

This section aimed to show how Africans implicitly believe in the existence of God and also in the
effectiveness of hisassociation with al creatures. Aspointed out by Johnson (1997:1) “the existence
or non-existence of God is the most important question we humans are called to answer'. Besides, it
has far reaching implications because it could determine our behaviour. To Johnson (1997:6) the
most extraordinary thing about the twentieth century was the failure of God to di€’. | could only
add that the God of African spirituality wasat no stage under threat of death at all. Thereason for this
eternal life is probably because the Africans root out any force that attempts to bedevil the relations
between humanity and Qamata. The ancestors act as watchdogs to ensure harmony between God and
humanity. Their mediation aims to provide a vital link between Qamata and humanity. Witches and
sorcerers are smelt out and punished and those who do not want to toe the line of community norms
and expectations are ostracized. The head of the household is expected to disclaim hisvery own son
if the latter insists on doing serious antisocial acts in traditiona society and break the harmony that
should be there between Qamata, the living-dead and humanity.

Notes:
1. Dwane (1979:4) also cites Revd William Shaw's remark that “the Kaffir nations cannot be said
to possess any religion, but they practice (sic) a complicated system of superstition'.

2. See also Dwane (1979:12).

3. See also Dwane (1979:11).

4-20 Discussed intertextualy.

21.  Thisview is aso supported by Dwane (1979:20).
22. See Dwane (1979:15).

23.  Accordingto Dwane (1979:10) the Xhosatraditional view tendsto lay stresson God'sotherness,
i.e. histranscendence.

24.  Thisisaso confirmed by Dwane (1979:34).



CHAPTER FOUR
TOWARDSRECONCILIATION AND INCARNATION

4.1. Introduction

It is an open secret that the early missionaries, intentionaly or unintentionally, had a double
agenda intheir propagation of Chrigtianity in Africa. The spreading of the Gospel was coupled with,
and at times even subordinated to, the spread of Western culture, particularly English cultural values.
Cultural imperialism vied with the propagation of Christianity.

The early missionaries and the succeeding batch of intellectuals and anthropologists condemned,
in the strongest possible terms, anything associated with African culture and spirituality. Black
converts had to be literally emptied of all vestiges of their indigenous cultures so that they could be
filled with Christian and Western cultural values. Dwane (1989:28) articulates this attitude as

follows:

| maintain, and there is enough evidencefor it, that the early missionariesto Africa behaved
like Judaizers towards African converts. Instead of accepting them as they were, they
attempted to make them in their own image, after their own likeness. Of course one has to
admit that there were exceptions to thisrule, but the general assumption was that Africans
were ‘savages and “thorough infidels who had to be persuaded to abandon their own way
of life, and adopt Christianity with all its Western trimmings, lock, stock and barrel. The
outcome of thisisthat when African Christians now look at themselves, they redlise that they
are dressed up in borrowed robes.

This cultura domination manifested itself in various guises, eg.:

i) The black converts had to be given new names, theso- called Christian names, thusimplying
that their own indigenous names were pagan names. Gone were meaningful names such as
Jongintaba (the one who watches the mountain), Nomalanga (the lady of the sun) asthey had

to give way to Paul, Patrick and Elizabeth or Victoria

i) Converts had to wear western clothes astheir traditional dresses were aso frowned upon.

It became a sin, not even taboo, to enter the church wearing traditional dresses.
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ii)

Vi)

On the socio-religious front, there was even greater tension. The missionaries banned several
practices that formed the basis of the social and religiouslife of the black people. First of all,
circumcision was banned. This created serious problemsfor new converts as manhood is the
cornerstone of African life since it is based on a patriarcha system. There isa clear
demarcation between boyhood, manhood and womanhood. The banning of circumcision

cut across the grain of this socia fabric as boys have no status in African society.

When the missionaries went further to condemn and excommunicate any of their members
for performing certain rituals, such asukukhapha (farewell to the departed), and ukubuyisa
(ritual to invite the deceased head-of-household back home), they dealt a death blow tothe
very essence of African life and religion. Theritualsareasine guanonfor harmony, order and

peaceful coexistence between the living-dead and the living.

Simple practices such as the imbeleko ritual whereby a baby was incorporated into society
played a very important role in African traditional life. The child had to be introduced to
both the living and the living-dead to ensure acceptance and the surviva of the lineage. For
missionariesto debar their congregants from performing thisritual wasasgood as condemning

the child to perpetua disenfrenchisement.

If any practice among the traditional Xhosahad been trampled under foot and even completely
misrepresented, that practiceispolygamy. So many evil things had been said and written about
it, giving the whole world the impression that this practice entailed the sale of women or
presenting it as a form of slavery. Those who engaged in it were debarred from becoming
members of the Christian church. Even when Bishop Colenso tried to defend the custom, he

was pooh-poohed by the church of the day.

One could go on ad infinitum listing numerous cases that clearly show missionary insensitivity to

African culture or their biasin favour of their own culture. Thisled to many disgruntled black priests

quitting the mainline churches to establish their own black churches. This disillusonment spans the

whole history of the African church from Van der Kemp to the present day. One of the current radicals

in this regard, Revd. Thamsanga Sipho Mgidlana of East London, believes that blacks should be
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worshipping Ntu, not Thixo whom heregards as the creation of the whites. In an article authored

by Mxolis Ntshuca and published in the Daily Dispatch on 22 January 1997, very controversia
points were made by thisfiery octogenarian some of which are cited below:

"It appeared to methat Christianity was nothing more than aplot by the settlersto try and make
imbeciles of the African people...

"It was thenthat | discovered that the western way of worship was not for Africans. Thisway
was forced on us. And when the Europeans came to us they never called on the chiefs and
presented their religion. Instead they looked for puppets like Ntsikana and Nonggawuse and
that is aso the reason why Xhosas should never had (sic) used the word Thixo when they
refer to the Supreme.

"The word Thixoisnot apure Xhosaword, because it came with Ntsikanawhose bonafides
asa prophet are questionable. The origin of Thixo can be found in the Khoi and Bushman
(sc) languages.

"This now confirmsthat Ntsikanawastold about Thixo. It wasnever aword the Xhosashould
have used to refer to the Supreme..." Daily Dispatch 22/1/97 p.12)

Mgidlana challengesthe so-called superiority of the whiteracein religion and politics; he callsNtsikana
afake, and speaks strongly against having to worship the Supreme in aforeign way. Although his
seemsto be alonely voicein awilderness, he hasadded hisvoice to a number of voicesthat have
expressed great dissatisfaction with how blacks have been treated by whitesin the sphere of

religion, especially their refusal to accommodate African culture.

Cultural and spiritua imperialism manifested itself across the globe where different cultures and
gpiritualities met. Of the most interesting approachesto thisproblem | can think of only two menwho
had to face the problem boldly and decide on a course of action, one way or the other - Bishop Colenso

and Reverend Tiyo Soga whose approaches will be discussed in turn.
Bishop Colenso tried to retain some elements of African culture much to the chagrin of his church

authorities. He accepted polygamistsin hischurch and spent hourstrying to understand the gospel from
the perspective of the Africans.
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Hefought most gallantly for the acceptance of polygamy even in the face of very strong opposition from
his church as attested by Guy (1983:74):

The Bishop of Natal was alleged to tolerate a practice which one of his contemporaries - a
missionary - said was the “dirtiest, filthiest, nastiest, subject’ in the colony. In fact Colenso felt
that the practice was without doubt opposed to Christian teaching. However he did feel that
someone who was already a member of a polygamous relationship should not be excluded from
joining the church. The price of conversion to Christianity should never be the dissolution of the
family and perhaps the destitution of wives and children.

Polygamy could easily be dismissed asmostly or even exclusively asocia practice and therefore not
a spiritual matter. However, adeep look into this practice will reveal how closely related it is to the
amaxhosa belief in procreation and to their belief in ancestors as both sustainersof life and blessers of
progenies. It wasone of the most contentiousissuesin the relations between the Western church and

the African people.

It cannot be doubted that the early converts found the message of the Gospel as propagated by the
missionariesvery confusing in thisregard. How does one accept the Jewish practicesreflected in the Old
Testament, e.g. polygamy and mohar (gift paid by the bridegroom or his father), on the one hand, and
reject the same polygamy and |obola when practised by Africans? Vide the following comment in the
Readers Digest (1988:130) on polygamy in Isradl:

The kings of Israel were polygamists on a grand scale. David had at least 20 wives and
concubines, but that seems practically ascetic compared to the lavish harem of his son Solomon,
who reportedly had "seven hundred wives, princesses, and three hundred concubines® (1 Kings
11:3).

Although Colenso was by nature Constantinian, believing strongly in the hegemony between church
and state, his views on African religion were not rigid. They were not adversely affected by his strong
sense of British justice and truth. Although he regarded the dissemination of British rule as the
divindy ordained task to spread justice and truth to “heathen lands, hisuniversal concept of religion
enabled him to see some good in others. Hewas sufficiently self-liberated to appreciate that there was
agermof the truefaithin the minds of the so-called "barbaric' or “savage' Zulus. Hestrongly believed

that these metaphoric plants should be carefully tended and pruned and not rooted out.
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Colenso never tried to contrast the best in Western religion with the worst in African religion. His
attitude towards African culture was the same. What was important to him was contact on the finest
pointsin the two cultures and religions. Although some pruning needed to be done, these points of

agreement could be developed for mutual benefit.

Having considered the attitude of awhite missionary, it should be interesting to note the attitude of
one black pioneering missionary, the Revd Tiyo Soga. He wasthe first black priest to be ordained in
Scotland and hisnaturalisation into Western culturewas complicated even further by the fact that

he married a White Scotswoman from the Burnside family.

Tiyo Soga wasarea product of themissionary era. His position was made even more tenuous by two
factors. Firstly he was brought up and educated by white missionaries. He had to be deculturated to
make him suitable for hisnew role asfirst African priest. His second dilemma was the fact that after
marrying awhite woman, he still had to come back and work among his own people even though he
was so to speak ablack in white robes. Consequently, he was out of touch with the pulse of his own
people on many issues, eg. oncircumcision because he himself wasnot circumcised. Likehis white
counterparts, he played an ambivaent role of promoting missionary work and being civilising agents

at the same time.

Because blood isthicker than water, at least Sogadiffered dlightly from his peers and mentorsin that
he did not believe in the total destruction of the traditional practices. He regarded some Xhosa
social practices assignificant for thelives of the people. Theinfluence of the white missionarieswas,
however, very strong on him. They regjected most of the traditions as pagan practiceswhich could

not be accommodated or tolerated in Western religion and civilisation.

One of these contentious practices was circumcision. Soga regarded the rite as reversion to
paganism. A great controversy ensued. Like Williams, hiswhite colleague, Soga viewed the resultant
resistance as "truculent hostility on the part of the young lads on the station torn between Victorian
Christian morality and culture’ (Williams 1978:71).
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Unlike Colenso, Sogadid not try to explore the good pointsin African religion and culture to establish
which could be adopted and adapted to the new religion and culture. He strongly opposed
witchdoctors, polygamy, lobola and initiation rites. Althoug he greatly admired chieftainship
(Williams 1978:121) and wanted to preserve some cultural integrity, he could not convincethewhite

missionaries of the importance of the institution in African society.

It cannot be doubted that Sogasinfluence as a black nationalist of the time led to the rise of black
independent or initiated churchesthat admired and exploited some of histhoughts on “purified nativism’
(Williams 1978:126).

Heavily influenced by Western missionaries, Sogalived at atime when there was a genera belief

among white missionaries that there was not much of African reigion (Williams 1978:80).

Soga laid the foundations of the African church in two ways. He was the first ordained black minister.
Secondly, he had tremendous influence on the formation of the 19th century independent black
churches. The Thembu Church and the Mzimba Church reflect some of Soga's thoughts and ideas.

He nurtured black nationalism.

Although Soga played a positive role in this regard, his influence was not aways direct. When
confronted by cultural problems such as circumcision, heinvariably sided with the white missionaries.
This attitude estranged many would-be followers. Besides this shortcoming, Soga could not resist
colonial effortsaimed at “ensuring law, order and equity by demanding that all aspectsof black society
which were considered unacceptable to the Victorian Christian morality be abandoned' (Williams
1978:121).

4.2 Resistance and transformation among the early converts

Comaroff and Comaroff (1991:250) stressthat “analytic dangers lurk behind the concept of conversion’
one of which being that “in the African context at least, it tends to conflate changes in the individual
spiritual identity with cultura transformation, thereby muddying the historical relationship between

subjective experience and collective existence.
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The conversion proceeded at two levels according to them (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991:311) - "the
most overt being to convert the Africans, to overwhelm them with arguments and messages, thereby to
establish the truth of Christianity' and, secondly, "the effort to reform the indigenous world; to incul cate
in it the hegemonic signs and practices.

The missionarieswho had cometo Xhosaland as" Saviours' soon gained the notoriety of being partners-
in-crime with the colonial authorities and forces. Christianity was seen as a veiled attempt to soften the
peopl€e's hearts while the colonia authorities were dispossessing them of all their land, their cattle and
thelir culture. No doubt thisfeeling led to the rejection of evangelisation in the Eastern Cape asthetarget

audiences suspected ulterior motives on the part of the evangelisers.

Fast (1993:147) comments as follows on the rgjection and failure of evangelisation in the Eastern Cape:

After more than three decades of evangelisation in the Eastern Cape, Henry Calderwood of the
London Missionary Society commented that if he viewed “the Caffres as a nation, they may be
said to have refused the gospel.

He (1993:147ff) gives the following reasons for the failure - “white missionaries were associated with
white encroachment, the threat missionary teachings posed to Xhosa social structure and the negative
perceptions of the austere missionary lifestyle and of the diverse collection of converts at the mission
stations.

Etherington (1996:201) aptly draws our attention to recent trends in the study of colonialism and
Chrigtianity by saying:

Writing about the rel ationship between colonialism and Christianity isstill permeated by disputes
about the role of organized religion in sustaining white supremacy, despite an emerging
consensus among historiansthat Christianity wasatwo-edged sword that could undercut aswell
as sustain domination.

It cannot be denied that it is an ill-wind that blows nobody any good. The spiritual transformation that
ensued awakened the blacks to much that was of relevance to them in their struggle against the colonial

oppressers, using thevery toolsthat they had introduced to them viathe missionaries. The early converts
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made use of whatever they could incarnate in their changing spirituality for their own liberation both

gpiritually and politically.

This processis articulated as follows by Etherington (1996:209):

[t]he missionaries, who aimed to replace African cultures with European “civilisation' and who
frequently allied themsel veswith col onial governments, neverthel esstransmitted areligion which
Africans turned to suit their own purposes: spiritual, economic and political.

Binarism, as reflected in the orthodox approach to colonial cultural history, definitely has its serious
disadvantages because it emphasises, and even overemphasises, the dichotomy between the oppresser
and the oppressed to the exclusion of everything else. A critical analysis of the eventsthat took placein
the nineteenth century frontier is presented as follows by De Kock (1996:32):

The early history of missionsis not a straightforward success story (see Williams 1959), but the
argument remains that even in the first three decades of the century, when converts were hard
won and scarce, the mission station “occupied a critical interstice in the colonia encounter in
which Africans came to better understand the material and intellectual consequences of colonial
expansion’ (Crais1992a:101). Thereis, in addition, adegree of symmetry, on the onehandinthe
decline of African power in the Eastern Cape in the nineteenth century as the Hundred Y ears
War on the frontier dragged on, and, on the other in the gradual increase in the success of an
institution such as Lovedale, long with the general encroachment of the European mercantile
economy.

But aword of caution is essential here. Etherington's concept (1996:204) of "African agency" should
not be used to legitimise or to justify injustice but to show that all encounter is multidimensional and not
strictly binary as earlier discourse seemed to imply. This could be seen in the case of Ntsikana, Nxele
and the rise of numerous prophets among the amaXhosa. This new emphasis is aso reflected in the

following comments by Etherington (1996:205):

Thus, as Janet Hodgson has shown, within afew years of the time when J.T. Van der Kemp's
pioneering attempt to plant amission station among the Xhosaended in failure and retreat, home
grown prophetsfilled the land with messages which reverbarated sympathetically with Christian
doctrine. Later, when missions were re-established, it became difficult to draw a hard and fast
boundary between purely Xhosa ideas and Christian ones.
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The cultural and political oppression gave rise to two major figures among the amaXhosa - Nxele and

Ntsikana. Their role is described as follows by Hodgson (in Elphick and Davenport 1997:71):

Inresponseto colonial aggression, Nxele and Ntsikanaemerged as prophets offering X hosanew
sources of symbolic meaning and power in a rapidly changing world. They appropriated and
mobilized Christian symbols: Nxele for militant resistance, Ntsikana in an evolutionary model,
that allowed black peopleto direct their own transformation. Throughout the century these two
models dominated the response to the missionary presence, among the Xhosa who neither
remained rooted in ancestor ritual, nor acquiesced in the missionaries scheme of total cultural
reconsctruction.

Nxele's belief that he was sent by the ancestors, who were due to return soon, to avenge the wrongs of
the past led him to march on Grahamstown in a daring demonstration of resistance but he could not
match the military power of his adversaries and ended up on Robben Island from where he never
returned. However, in the minds of hisfollowers, his mission had not failed to consolidate them against
the intruders because he "had incorporated apocalyptic Christian concepts within a Xhosa world of
reference, drawing upon the power symbols of the new tradition to promise salvation here and now, but
under the aegis of an African deity’ (Hodgson in Elphick and Davenport ibid:72). He had deeply
implanted the seed of resistanceleaving his peoplewith the eschatol ogical hope of histriumphant return.

Ntsikana, the pacifist who opted for an “evolutionary model that allowed the black peopleto direct their
owntransformation’ (Hodgson in Elphick and Davenport 1997:71), paved the way for conversion under
the influence of Joseph Williams. He led the incarnation of African cultureinto Christianity but the odds

were against him, the missionaries and the rest of the new converts.

The struggle for supremacy between Christianity and African culture wasintensified. The missionaries,
encouraged by the gains obtained so far, but extremely frustrated by the obviousfailure of their mission
to draw whole communities, and especially their rulers, to the church, went all out to destroy African

culture which they regarded as damnation and utter debasement of humanity.

In the ensuing struggle some of the missionaries acted in collusion with the colonia authorities in
ruthless acts of subjugation, but others equally vehemently opposed these measures thus earning

themsalves the ire of the colonia authorities and the settler communities. The repercussions were, no
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doubt, very serious as attested by Hodgson (in Elphick and Davenport ibid: 79):

With the exception of significant converts, the large majority of Africans, at this stage, resisted
the missionaries message. Initid attempts by Xhosa rulers to assmilate missionaries as
raindoctors were soon abandoned, as the struggle for the ownership of sacred symbols became
entwined with military conquest. While the African socio-economic and political systems
remained intact, mission agents could be ignored or their message rejected as "akilling word"
... Thefailure of missionariesto incarnate the gospel asan African expression of Christianity aso
discouraged early conversions.

The early African convertsto Christianity must have found the attitude of the early missionaries quite
mystifying tosay the least. Thisissaid becausethere are so many similarities between Christianity
and African religion and social practices. For the protagonists of Christianity to be so hostileto African
religion should have been baffling and stifling whereas a little more understanding could haveresulted

in the same continuities that were observed in Celtic Christianity.

If the tensions reveal anything, it is that while the Africans fought tooth and nail to avert complete
reconstruction, they steadily succumbed to the pressures of the colonizing culture. The role of the
following two African priests clearly shows how much the colonization process was succeeding and to
what extent it was failing to change African consciousness. Their attitude to African culture was made

even moreinteresting by thefact that Revd Wallis, was, figuratively, always peering over their shoulders.

In 1930 Revd S.J. Wallis, SSJE. collected, edited and published severa cultural essays entitled

Inkolo namasiko A-Bantu (Bantu Beliefs and Customs) under the auspices of the Society for the

Promotion of Christian Knowledge (SPCK). These articleswerewritten by black Christians themselves
from a black Christian's perspective even though Wallis's influence could not be discounted. On the
guestionof lifeafter death , A.D. Nyoka (in Wallis1930:29) pointsout that the amaXhosaknew about
life after death long before the arrival of Western Christianity and civilisation. They knew that a
human being's soul does not vanish into thin air like abeast's after death but that his or her soul or
Spirit goes to some place where it would join members of the family that departed before it.
Nyoka stresses that African rituals associated with death confirm this belief.



Nyoka (in Wallisibid:30) givesthefollowingillustrationsof the people'sbelief inlife after death - first
of al the person's belongings such ashis deeping mat, hisblanket, tobacco bag, hispipe and his
spears were al buried with him. If the death had occured far away from home, his belongings at
home were kept apart for aconsiderable length of time until, hopefully, he could come and claim

them.

A second illustration of this belief according to Nyoka (in Wallis ibid:31) is that blacks show great
respect and awe for graves. The awe is caused by the fact that the dead were said to rise at night and
vigt their next of kin. It wasbelieved that wicked people were also able to rise at night and do harm
to anyonefound inthevicinity of the cemetery. This resonates with the present day notion of ghosts,

according to Nyoka.

A third proof of this belief according to Nyoka (in Wallisibid:32) was borne out by the need to do
certain rituals on the advice of a diviner whenever unexpected adversity or sickness struck.
According to him the ancestors get angry when the living members of their families neglect to do
certain rituals or to behave in a manner becoming of respectable citizens. In this way the

living-dead regulate the behaviour of the living, an issue that the missionaries failed to appreciate.

According to Nyoka (in Wallisibid:34) the ensuing ritual during which a beast was slaughtered and
some beer brewed was not at variance with the Christian sacrament of the Holy Communion in which

the body and blood of Christ resonate with the sacrifice of a beast and the drinking of some beer.

Nyoka (in Wallisibid:34) aso points out that Africandiviners have closetieswith theliving-dead.
This, according to him, is another proof that there is life after death. One only has to visit any diviner
at work to realise how dependent he/she is on the guiding presence of the departed izinlwele (totems
and such other figures oricons). At every divination the presence of a host of ancestral beings
isinvoked, starting from those on the father's side to those of the mother's side and those of the
principal trainer-diviner. Nyoka (in Wallis ibid:35) articulates this as follows:

Xa sddigqirha eipheleleyo, aba bantu bakowabo bangasekhoyo baza kumchazelayonke

into emalunga nezifo zabantu, kwanamayeza okuzinyanga ezo zifo, nendawo

anokufumaneka kuzo; ngoko kule nto yobugqgirha kufike kucace kakuhle ukucinga
koNtsundu ngabangasekhoyo bakowabo.
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(When he/she becomes an accomplished diviner, the living-dead will tell him/her about
everything regarding peopl€'s aillments, and about potent medicines with which to cure them,
and even where they could be found; thus proving that the blacks were mindful of their
departed.)

Revd. James A Calata (in Wallis 1930) discusses at length what was one of the sore points in the
relations between black and whitein this country, especially inthe church and in other ecclesiastical
circles- circumcision. One hasonly to read about Tiyo Soga's experiences and how his own people
once rejected him because the white missionaries had refused to allow him to be circumcised. Many
of the early missionary converts are still stigmatised because of this. Manhood carries the necessary
integrity and credibility in African society because men of a particular age are the link between society
and the ancestors. They are family priests. Social norms censure anyone who has not undergone this
custom at the appropriate age. Infact, in African churches boys are not even alowed to become lay-

preachers!

One can see from the above that it was grossly incorrect for the early missionaries to discourage Xhosa

males from undergoing thisritual asit formed the basis of the Xhosa social structure.

Only the highlights of Calata's viewswill be given here. Cdata(in Wallisibid :38) introducesthe topic

asfollows:

Abafundis abaninzi abasebenza phakathi kwabantu abantsundu ekugaeni kweli lizwe
baithabatha isko lolwaluko njengesithintelo ebuKrestwini, baza baligweba njengesiko
elikhohlakeleyo, kangangokubakukho abafundisi ekuthiwababasikaabantu eTyalikeni ngokuva
ukuba babalusile oonyana babo.

(Many of the missionarieswho worked among the blacksin the early yearsregarded thiscustom
as a hindrance to Christianity and condemned it as a pagan custom so much that some

missionaries alegedly excommunicated memberswho were reported to have circumcised their
sons.)
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Calata traces the custom back to early Jewish history and Jewish-Egyptian links. In both cases
there wasinterinfluencing between Jewish and African practices. Of course, we are now faced with
an egg and chicken situation in which we cannot tell exactly from which of the two nations the
custom originated. The big question from some of the new converts must have been how to reject a

custom that has such strong Biblical roots.

He (in Walis ibid:44ff) stresses the importance of circumcision among the blacksand aso
highlights some aspects of the custom or rite that could either be updated or dropped altogether.
Needless to say that afeeling of ambivalence on the part of the author, at times, probably stemmed
frommissionary pressure. Calata attemptsto rid the custom of certain trappings and trimmingsthat are,

in hisview, unnecessary. These will be summed up cursorily.

Calataquestionsthe smearing of the newly circumcised boy'sbody with white clay. He contends that

baptism and confirmation are designed to fulfil the same function and intention as the white clay.

He asorgectsthe umguyo ceremoniesthat precede the actual circumcision because, as he putsit,

these occasions are accompanied by excessive drinking.

Calata Christianises the rite when he relates the “ikhankatha (guardian) with the role of the priest or
the lay-preacher. It is the priest who must scrutinise therite and eliminate what is not acceptablein it.
The boys should be reported to him beforehand, and, if possible, he should bless them before they
go to the circumcision school and, to complete hisnew role astheguardian, the priest should even visit
the boys and pray for them at the circumcision lodge. Considering the outright rejection of this
custom by the early missionaries, this stance by Caata and Wallis should be applauded as quite

revolutionary.

He (in Wallisibid:45) also toucheson avery crucia issuein African spirituality - confession (ukubula).
If aboy's operation took longer than normal to heal or does not show signs of healing at all, the boy
would be induced to confess whatever wrong he had done. In most cases this involved some

incestuous relationship. This definitely resonates with the Christian idea of sin and confession.
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Contextualisation isadifficult exercise. Consequently, Calata (in Wallisibid:46) feels obliged to

warn against degrading the church in the process:

Kodwa umfundiss makalumke angayidelis iTyalike ngokuthi ayenze ukuba ithi ngokufuna
ukwalamana namasiko abantu ihle kumgangatho wobumoya ibe sisicaka senyama, kodwa
mayithi  ukwalamana kwayo kufane kanye nokukaKristu owehlayo waba ngumntu,
wawathobela amasiko alungileyo obuJuda. Kanti noko ujonge kwenye inkalo, kwinkalo
yokubatsalela abantu ebuK restwini kungekhona ebuJudeni.

(But the priest should be careful not to degrade the church so that, initsattemptsto relate
with the peopl€e'scustoms, its spiritual status isso devalued that it becomes aservant of the
flesh; but itsrelationship should be just like Chist's who humbled himself and took ona human
form, and obeyed all good Jewish customs. Indoing that heaimed to draw peopleto Christianity
and not to Judaism.)

That Calata stood for controlled or well thought out contextualisation is evident from his strong
comment (in Wallis ibid:46):

Xa kuthethwa ngeTyalike kaNtu, kungenjalo yabaNtsundu, kukho abacinga ukuba kuloo
Tyalike oobhishopu bayo baya kuvumela onke amasiko abantu abaNtsundu ukuba enziwe,
njengokuba nangoku sibona kukho iibhishopu ezikwangamaggirhaavumisayo, axhentsa
intlombe, zenze zonkeiintlobo-ntlobo zezinto, ze ngeCawe zinxibeii- "cope" nee-"mitre",
zisthi zona zishumayelaiTyaike yesizwe. Hayi khona!

Xa kusthiwa isiko lokwauka malamkelwe ziiTyalike kuthethwa ukuba yonke into
elungileyo  kulo mayithatyathwe  njengesko  eilulngileyo, ze liphakanyiselwe
kumgangatho wokwalamana neTyaike, ayekwe amasko amenza umntu agxekeke
njengomKristu akuwenza.

(When talking about the African Church there are people who think that in that church its
bishopswill alow all African customs, just aswe seetoday that there are bishops who are
also diviners who hold traditional dances for the diviners, and then on Sundays they put on
the copes and mitres saying that they advocate or preach achurch of the nation. Never!
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When it is said that the churches must accept the circumcision rite, what is meant is that
al the good things in it must be regarded as a good custom and the custom should be
upgraded to alevel at whichit could be harmonized with the church, and al the customs that
degrade a person as a Christian should be dropped.)

Calata expresses himsdlf strongly against ubulunga, therite whereby anecklace made of hair from the
tall of aparticular family beast isworn. Heregardsthisasidolatry and he even condemns the umgidi
celebration parties for young men who come out of initiation schools. He also strongly suggests
that the young men should be brought before the priest for blessing as soon as they come back
home. In this way he bridgesthe gap between what was regarded as an abhorrent pagan custom and

the church.

4.2.1. African agency and the changing spirit realm

The mainline churches have left no stone unturned in their efforts to uproot all belief in both the
benevolent and the malevolent presences. After all the years since the advent of Western Christianity
in Africa, thereisstill no hope of bridging the gap between the two cultures on thisissue. Not even
the miracle of anew South Africaseems to do thetrick. The Western church has ssimply behaved as
if all these African realitiesdo not exist, asif they are mere figments of the Africans superstitious minds.
Admittedly, they could be as all superstition is, but the fact of the matter isthat they have a very

strong impact on the peopleslives.

All black people do not subscribe to these views or superstitions. Some blacks are even more vehement
than their white colleagues in condemning them yet others believe in them so implicitly that they have
left the mainline churches disgruntled and frustrated and have found a home in the mushrooming

pentecostal churches. Some of these churches are a combination of divinership and Christian worship.

In the early fifties we saw a proliferation of the Zionist churches which clearly baptised divinership.
Some of the services were divination sessions in the guise of western traditional forms of worship.
Causes of sickness were diagnosed in African fashion and the underlying practice was clearly based

onthe African traditional form of divination. People weretold that they were being bewitched by one
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or other malevolent person in the same way asthe diviners do. Maevolent medicineswere alegedly
dug up from underneath peopl€'s floorsin the same way as medicine peopledid. In the beginning, the
church diviners used holy water to cure the afflicted but with the course of time there were clear

changes in both the medication and the method of diagnosing the illness.

Nowadays there are church personswho practise both astraditiona diviners, priests and faith
healers. The service goes through various stages. In the beginning the diviner dons his or her
traditional garb. The dancing and the singing is typica of the normal diviners. The clapping that
accompaniesthe divinationisaso reminiscent of thetraditiona diviner. The medicinethat isdished

out to the patients is also the normal herbs and other potent wild plants.

Later on the service assumes a more western style. It starts with prayers and animated singing of
hymns accompanied by the same drum that was used for traditional divination. Theonly discernible
difference isthat thediviner is now robed in flowing churchrobesinstead of the typical diviner
regaia. Prayer and the laying on of hands seem to take the place of traditiona herbsin this part of the
service. It cannot be doubted that the line of demarcation between the traditional diviner and such

apriestisvery thinif at al in such circumstances.

Of course thefaith healer is a stage beyond this secondary stage. He or she does not use herbs but
concentrates on prayer, laying on of hands, use of certain potent artefacts such as candles and
cosmetics specially treated or blessed. He or she utilises special powers from the Holy Spirit to

divine peopl€e'sillnesses.

It should be stressed that spiritual issues should not be seen inisolation but in a holistic sense in
which there is an interrelationship between severa factors in the lives of those concerned. The
abovementioned malevolent spirits could easily be discarded as cultural superstitions that have
nothing to do with spirituality. This isolationist view goes against the grain of the following
comments by Schneiders (1989:693) that:

[s]piritudity is a holisticdisciplinein that its inquiry into human spiritual experienceisnot
limited to explorations of the explicitly religious, i.e. the so-called "interior life" The
psychological, bodily, historical, social, political, aesthetic, intellectual, and other
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dimensions of the human subject of spiritual experience areintegral to the experienceinsofar
asit isthe subject matter of the discipline of spirituality.

It is thisinterdisciplinary nature of spirituality that enables usto consider cultural issues and how
they impact on the faith lives of the people. Thereis clearly some correlation between these
phenomena and the spirituality of those concerned. Secondly, there is correlation between
gpirituality and therole of key social role players such asdiviners and herbalists since these agencies
fight against malevolent spirits. They seek to restore harmony in society. Even the very act of
consulting them is spiritually motivated in that it revolvesround the people's belief system and
the knowledgethat the incisions the herbalistsmake onvarious parts of the body and the medicines

they dispense have the power to ward off evil spirits.

4.2.2 Appropriation and variation in the CPSA.

Having looked at the broad picture and at the historical developments especially in the earlier
years, it should be of interest to narrow our focus down to consider what is now happening in the
relationship between black and white congregations of at least one particular denomination, the
Church of the Province of Southern Africa(CPSA) otherwise known as the Anglican Church. The
following case study is by far incomplete. It can only serve asa pointer to some evolutionary

trends within the Anglican church.

The CPSA is one of the European churches that were transplanted wholesale into the African
soil without further ado. Right from the early beginnings, this church made no serious efforts to
align itself with the receiving culture. It remained staunchly true to its European identity and

traditions.

Perhaps the efforts of the CPSA to remain both British- Roman Catholic in outlook, on the one
side, and African on the other, were eventually thwarted by its own readiness to succumb to the
strict racial demarcations of both the colonial and post-colonia eras. The church was strongly
divided alongracia lines. Therewere black, coloured, Indian and white congregations across the
country and, for along time, there was very little done to link the various racially segregated

congregations.
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While the church insisted on the same basic liturgy and hymnology, abeit in trandation and
adaptation, the African churches gradually developed an ethos of their own. This dichotomy
between black and white Anglicanism grew wider and wider over the years. For many years the
missionary schoolsand churchesfostered aspirit of some common heritage but with the waining of
these establishments over the years, the distinctions have grown stronger. The collapse of missionary
ingtitutions such as Lovedae, St Matthews, Healdtown meant the demise of this strong influence

in these different denominations - Presbyterians, Anglicans and Methodists, respectively.

There are many fine and minor differences between black and white Anglican congregations. Only

afew will be touched on here.

In the firstinstance, black congregationshavea strong tradition of the existence of the Mothers
Union (MU) characterised by their purple blouses (white in somedioceses). Their structures
range from loca to Archdeaconry, Diocese and Provincia level. It cannot be doubted that
some of the black congregations would have now been dead without this pillar of support. The
Anglican Women's Fellowship (AWF), originally of the predominantly white churches is a dightly
different but related women's auxiliary within the church. The MU is virtually defunct in the white

churches.

On the men's side wefind another striking difference between black and white congregations.
Black Anglican congregations have a long tradition of lay-preachers whereas in the white
congregations normally only the priest and some selected persons preach or conduct services.
Without thisgroup some of our rural churcheswould have closed downlong ago. Many people have

been brought to Christ by these often semi-literate footsoldiers!

In morerecent years, there evolved withinthe CPSA what iscalled the Bernard Mizeki Y oung Men's
Guild. ThisGuild has attracted many young men (some of them quite old, in fact), some of whom
had been either out in the streets or on the periphery of church activities, to the church. The style
of preaching and singing could be labelled asmildly revivalist and Methodist, but thisis generally
speaking the style of doing thingsin Africa. Of course, some orthodox Anglicans have expressed
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concern about the Guild's evangelistic approach but this could be expected from people who make

no distinction between the Anglican Church and English culture.

A few years ago | followed with great interest another development in the CPSA. Oneof the
younger and more fundamentalist black clergy tried to do away with the so-called Jesus Seven
Words on the Cross on Good Friday because, according to him, concentrating on the so-called
Seven Wordswas not an Anglican tradition. Only black congregationshold this three hour preaching
on the so-called Jesus Seven Words on the cross. The standard prayer book does not refer to
Seven Wordsat all but the black congregations have been preaching on them for ages. No amount
of theological convincing could persuade the congregation to drop the service or to hold it in
strict accordance with the Anglican Prayer Book. Perhaps their cause was further strengthened by
the white Diocesan Bishop, Bishop David Russell who, instead of pronouncing the demise of the
Seven Words aswas expected when he wasinvited to take the service in that particular year,

preached them in strict accordance with the tradition in black congregations.

While theliturgy usedin black and white congregations or parishesisthe same, the stylesof singing
havetended to differ even moreradically over therecent years. Blacksare more exuberant, rhythmic

and animated while the whites tend to be quite restrained.

In recent years there have been interesting developments in the black congregations of which the
mother churches might not even be aware. There are no globa attempts to indigenise the
Anglican church, but there are informal contextualisation processes within the broader church
largely depending on the orientation and attitude of the individua priest. Even among the black
clergy some are more conservative or fundamental than others. There are black clergy who are
considered whiter than white when it comes to contextualisation within the church but there are

otherswho go beyond limits to Africanise the church in one way or the other.

Today it is not uncommon to see a black Anglican priest at the cattle kraal or byre blessing a
sacrificial beast or goat to be daughtered for one or other ritual. To authenticate his role
he would be robed in full church regalia, cassock and surplice. The blessing of the beast is
sometimes associated with either the "ukukhapha or “ukubuyisa rituals which have up to now

been strongly pooh-poohed by the church authorities of the mainline churches.
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| once watched with great admiration one of our Anglican priests concelebrate in atraditional
beast daughtering ceremony. The part that interested me most was when he asked the senior
member of the family to sprinkle the ox with the family "ubulawu" (herbswith specia potency used
only incertain rituals). Thiswasdonewith great reverence and dignity followed by the priest who

sprinkled the same beast with holy water.

It is interesting to note that the Mormon religion is not at variance with African religion in this
regard because ‘for Mormons, thereis certainly acloserdationship betweentheliving, the dead,
and the unborn" (Thomson in Blakely, van Beeck and Thomson 1994:95).

In 1997 | had another exciting first hand experience of the reconciliation of Western and African
religion. It wasat ahouse blessing ceremony conducted by one of the older Anglican clergy of
our church, Fr. H.M. Hintsa. On our arrival a the house we were ushered to the cattle kraal

where, after the preliminary courtesies, we robed and started the proceedings.

The service started near the cattle kraal with women keeping a safe distance since they are not
allowed into the kraal. We moved from the cattle kraal towards the main entrance led by a member
of thefamily who wasreciting the clan praises. From the main entrance the service took on ahybrid
form with some sections fromthe Anglican liturgy and others from traditional practice. Insidethe
house the sprinkling of the house with holy water was accompanied by referencesto theliving-dead
and the invocation of their presence by the priest himself. The whole ceremony was a combination
of African and Western ritualsuntil weended infront of the house where speeches were delivered,

ending up inbenediction.

Another senior Anglican priest who has openly championed incarnation and respect for African
spiritudity is none other than Canon J P M Ncaca formerly of the St John and St Chad's Anglican
Church in Zwelitsha. Before he retired from full-time ministry he had the honour of being the first

black Archdeacon of King William’s Town. Not only did he infuse the orthodox Anglicansin his
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churchwith hislively African style servicesbacked by skilful harnessing of African folkstoriesadeptly
used asinspiringillustrationsin hissermons, but he also actively invited hiscongregantsto informhim

when they were going to have family rituas.

He used to bless the boys before they went to the circumcision school and on their return at the end
of their seclusion. Members of his congregation who wanted to slaughter animals for their family

rituals such as ukukhapha and ukubuyisa had their animals blessed before they were daughtered.

Perhaps the strongest pointer to his unwavering convictions regarding African spirituality could be
discerned in two sterling examples. When he was about to leave his Zwelitsha township home where
he had stayed with his family for more than twenty years, he slaughtered a beast to inform his
ancestors and his neighbours of his intended move. Once again, after his arrival in King William's
Town he slaughtered another beast to inform his ancestors and his new neighbours of his present

whereabouts, in strict accordance with African custom.

After yearsof rgjection, denial and apathy, the CPSA isbeginning to take the question of African
culture very serioudly. It hasnow established what is appropriately called The African Culture
and Chrigtianity Standing Commission (ACCSC) which explains itself as follows in a
memorandum dated 29 October 1997 circulated by Kuse (1997:1) to all Dioceses, Parishes and
Congregations and Chaplaincies:

A few years ago the CPSA felt the need to take African Culture seriously. Thiswas seen
asacontinental as well asauniversal phenomenon. Anexampleof thiswas in 1991 when
African Liturgists decided to meet as African Liturgists. This meeting - in Kanamani,
Kenya 1993 - resulted in the formation of the Consultationon African Cultureand Anglican
Liturgy (CACAL). Thiswas under the auspices of the Council of Anglican Provinces of
Africa (CAPA). That in turn had arisen out of need for inculturation generaly which
culminated in the Societas Liturgica and the International Anglican Liturgica
Consultation (IALC) meetingsin York 1989 which had the theme "Inculturation and the
Liturgy".

The Commission (Vide Kuse 1997:1) continuesto explain the need to take the question of African
culture and Chrigtianity very serioudly:
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When the Gospel and culture encountered each other this happened in certain ways and
had various effects on different people. Inthe main "Gospel" and "Culture® became
polarised, one assuming superiority or ascendancy over the other, or looking at the other as
demonic bent on destroying or stultifying any good inthe other. This meant atotal rejection
of the status quo for the new incoming thing. Many Blacks opted for a midway position
where they would practise Christianity by day and observe things of culture by night.
Gospel and Culturedid not need to bethreatening each other but to so dialogue that they
would enable its subjects to practise beliefs openly and unashamedly.

These sentiments resonate with those expressed by the Africa Faith & Justice Network in The
African Synod: Documents, Reflections, Per spectives (1996: 76) which also appedl for dialogue
with traditional religion:

Particular attention should be paid to our customs and traditions in sofar asthey constitute
our cultural heritage. They belong to ora cultures and their survival depends
essentialy on the dialogue of generationsto assure their transmission. Corporate
persondities, wisethinkerswho are its guarantors, will bethe principal interlocutorsinthis
phaseof profound changeinour cultures. A dialoguewith the guarantors of our cultural
values and our traditional religion (ATR) structured around the cultura heritage is
strongly recommended in our local churches.

This reawakening has caught the institutional church by surprise but thereisno turning back as
pointed out by Dwane (1989:29):

We have been made not only to look European in outward appearance by our manner of
dress, but more serioudly, to think, speak, and behave European. But we are beginning
to realise that we arein captivity, andthat we need to be liberated inorder that we may
be ourselves, the people whom God has made, and wantsusto be. We are learning in this
process of re-orienting and re-educating ourselves how to become African, and what it is
that makesus African. And as we “decolonise’ ourselves, we are discovering that there are
riches in our own heritage, and learning to appreciate them. These riches have been
bypassed in previous attemptsto bring the gospel to Africa. But they are still available and
ready to welcome it, and giveitahome and a new character. Christianity must have
a truly African character if itistoremainin Africa, and be the religion of Africa

Coming from a senior member of the Anglican episcopacy, and a head of the Order of Ethiopia
within Anglicanism, these words have to be taken serioudly. They show that there is growing
concern about the lethargic approach of the church so far to both incarnation and the decol onisation
of African culture. Faced withthe proliferation of religions andfaiths in the new multilingual,
multiethnic and multi religious South Africa, Chrigtianity can only benefit from a speedy review

of its attitude to African culture.
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What is crucia inthewhole debateisto remember that African cultural values give meaning to
the people'slives, therefore, they cannot be dismissed without further ado because, without them,

life becomes meaningless and empty. David Bohm (1993:147) articul ates this meaning as follows:

| would add further that meaning is at the root of our whole being. How we act is
determined by what everything meansto us. A very elementary caseisaperson waking in
adark place, who sees a shadow, which suggests that an assailant may be present. This
interpretation of the shadow may arouse the whole body.... The adrenaline, the heart,
everything. Themeaning of the shadow madethese changesoccur. Meaningsof much greater
sublety may move us much more. If weare going to face difficult questions and
problems, we have to see their meaning and have the energy to do it. But as we have seen,
the ultimate source of meaning is subtle and cannot be made manifest. Deeper meanings
lead usto the question of spirituality.

It should be obvious, therefore, that there are moves, sporadic and adhoc in places, to find our roots
as African peoplein the proliferation of faiths we adopted. Some people have even gone so far asto
establish Africans-only churches and some have established so-called African churches which are
modelled strictly on African cultural values. The quest isfor achurch that would accommodate their
Africannessand their African cultural valueswhich arelargely based on the hidden presencesand their
impact on society aswell as onubuntu asadeterminant of our relationswith God, the living-dead and

humanity at large.

It isalso very encouraging to note that theinstitutional church is moving away from the conventional
attitude of denial and regjection. It is clearly doing its best to accommodate and to implement,
wherever possible, some of theidealsand thoughtsit haslearnt from African culture. A good example
of thisis the case where the current Anglican Bishop of Grahamstown has had reason to appeal to
the sengbilities of Africanness in dealing with the vexing problem of young children receiving holy
communion before confirmation. While the white congregations accepted and implemented this new
rite as early as in 1979, black congregations have passionately maintained the old tradition. In
encouraging them to seriously consider changing, Bishop Russell (1998:2) clearly appropriates an

African custom that was rejected outright by the early missionaries:
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When | come as a Bishop to confirm, | always find some very young boys and girls being
presented. They arein no way really mature enough to be making alife'sdecision of faith and
discipleship. It really disturbs me to be presented with such young ones. In African custom,
we would not dream of presenting a boy for the highly significant rite of Circumcision with
al its solemn symbolism, at the tender age of 12 or 13. Then why are we confirming our
young Christians at such atender age? It is time we committed ourselves to change.

This is only one of the many cross-border appropriations of sacred symbols that are taking place

between Africans and white people as we move further and further away from frontier attitudes.

Perhaps the most revol utionary incarnation could be the latest devel opmentsin the Order of Ethiopia
whichisled by Bishop S. Dwane. No sooner had the CPSA Provincial Synod granted the Order full
autonomy than it took the first steps to affirm its determination to unshackle itself from the
Eurocentric nature of the CPSA with regard to Qamata, the ancestors and the role of malevolent
spirits (Vide Dwane 1999). Thisradical change of outlook comes out clearly in their newly evolved
liturgy for the incorporation into the church of diviners or those who feel themselves called to

divinership.

This move on the part of the Order of Ethiopia contrasts, radically, with the outright rejection of
divinership by the established churches which led to aienation. Vide Pauw (1975: 168):

If the cases reveal the attitude that the institution of the doctor-diviner isincompatible with
church membership, the obverse is found in those church members or baptized Christians
who lapsed from the Church altogether when they became doctors. Whether they made a
conscious choice or gradually drifted away from the Church, they rejected their church ties
for the traditional institution.

L et me hasten to emphasi sethat shunning the church wasnot caused, as could be erroneoudly inferred
from the above statement, by any inherent incompatibility on the part of the diviners but it was,
undeniably, because of the fact that the institutional churchesrejected divinership as one of the many
manifestations of the dreaded ‘ paganism monster’ that diviners and neophytes decided to break ties
with the church.
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Needless to say that the central role of the amaggirha (diviners) was not only misconstrued but
completely undermined by theauthoritiesthat be. Beforethe Order of Ethiopiais, onceagain, accused
of dragging paganism into the church, it should be important to give a clear exposition of the role of
the divinersin African society. Perhaps Broster (1982: 15) gives one of the most lucid descriptions

of the amaggirha in broad outline:

Beforethe arrival of the missionaries, the anaXhosa adhered to the ancestral cult. Although
the membersof thiscult believein aSupreme Being and other spirits, they direct their prayers
and worship, in the form of sacrifices, to God viathe spirits of their ancestors.

Asin other religions, the “priests’ of the ancestral cult experience a vocation and undergo
training. Asamagairha, they are called upon to interpret or divine ancestral behests, and for
this reason they are often referred to as “diviners’.

In actual fact theamagqirha serveathreefold function of religion, magic and medicine. Inthe
first place they keep in contact with the spirits of the ancestors, and ascertain the causes of
misfortune and therequired propitiation. Secondly they exposeevil-doersand identify witches
and sorcerers. In the old days this practice was referred to as “smelling out” and probably
gave rise to the colloquia but incorrect name of “witch-doctors’. Furthermore, to ward off
evil, the amaggirha provide charms and magic medicine. Finally, through a knowledge and
study of the healing properties of plants, they administer herbal extracts in the treatment of
disease.

The change of attitude towards traditional doctors (a term that includes both the diviners and the
herbalists, amagqgirha and amaxhwele respectively) is happening throughout the continent both in
the secular and the sacred realms. This is reflected poignantly by Campbell (1998:1):
The respect for the important work of the traditional healer, the main provider of health care
in Africafor centuries, haswaned in modern times, partly because of misconceptions about
their practice. Today, with a new openness in South Africa and an increasing world-wide

curiosity about natural medicine and therapies, the traditional healers are coming into their
own and setting the record straight.

Having tried to address some of the misconceptionsand attitudestowardstraditional healers, itisnow
incumbent on meto venture acritical analysis of the Order of Ethiopian liturgy for the incorporation
into the church of traditional healers. The interpretation and the views expressed are my own and do

not, of necessity, reflect those of the leaders of the church in question.
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The crux of theliturgy isits blending of Western religious concepts and African traditional religious
concepts. The Trinity, involving Qamata, Jesus and the ancestorsis recognised throughout. Qamata
is said to be the Creator while Jesus is described as the Young Sacrificial Ox. Traditional images
abound because Qamataisal so described asthe Perennial Fountain, the Waterfall with afoamy mouth
and the Bottomless Sea. Reference to a foamy mouth resonates with the “ubulawu” (charm) that
diviners and heads of families partake of when celebrating important rituals. The eucharistic bread
isreferred to as*“the home baked wheat bread” and the chalice trandates into the “ beaker containing

beer made from corn”.

The preambleto the service boldly makes use of terminology that theinstitutional churches, including
the CPSA, have eschewed hitherto. Secondly, the service includes references to the cattle kraal and
family rituals besides employing heavy traditional terminology such as ukunqula, (to worship or to
invoke), intsonyama (meat from inside the sacrificial animal’ s shoulder), ukushwama (to partake of
the specia portion), ukucamagusha (to propitiate, to pray for peace) and camagu (let there be
peace), terms which resonate with those normally used in traditional celebrations and rituals. Given

the context, their useis perfectly justified.

The ancestors are referred to as those who have wrapped al people in Qamata' s love, a statement
which elicits a response from the audience that calls for peace from the hosts of the One-who-is-
above. This clearly indicates that the ancestors are seen as part of the heavenly hosts consisting of

angels, archangels and other heavenly bodies.

It isinteresting to notethat after the supplicationsand intercessionsthe centrality of Christisaffirmed.

The diviner (or neophyte) is given by the priest the Light of Christ who is regarded as the Proto-

Ancestor. That Christ takes precedence over the ancestors comesout clearly in thefollowing prayer:
Ukhanyo lukaKrestu malubakhanyisde abo bandibizela kolu bizo lobuggirha, ukuze
bandikhokele ngalo kolu hambo lunemingcipheko bandifikise esiphelweni esihle.?

(May the light of Christ shine upon those who have called me to the calling of traditional
healer so that they may lead me in this hazardous journey and bring me to a happy ending).
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Once again, Christianity and African spirituality are blended perfectly when the traditional healer
renews his/her vows in the Christian faith and higher belief in Qamata, the Creator of life, and the
One who owns dl. Christ is once again referred to as “icamagu lokusixolelanisa’ (reconciliatory
sacrifice) and “ nomthombo wobomi nempilo” (the source or fountain of life and health). The Holy
Spirit is described in such a way that it is not brought into conflict with the ancestral presences
because it is said that God’ s heavenly bodies and the hosts of ancestral beingsare all likeastreamin

people’ s lives that is strongly sustained by water whose source is a particular fountain.

The use of the holy chrism once again affirmsthe religious nature of theincorporation. Maybeintime
to comethe Bishop might even includethe use of thefamily charm (ubulawu bekhaya) beforethe next
phase of the ceremony, that of handing the healer over to the family “izihlwele’ (hosts of ancestral

presences) in the courtyard.

The interface between Qamata, Jesus, the ancestral presences and the malevolent spirits comes out
very clearly inthefollowing concluding prayer by the priest after the head of family has addressed the

family ancestors:

Njengoko nina zihlwele nihleli eNkosini thina bakweli phakade sikholiwe ukuba konke
enikwenzayo kukholisa yona. Ngaloo nkolo ke syamnikela uN...kuni ukuba nimkhokelele
kuYesu iggirha lasenyameni nasemoyeni, aphile kwizinto ezimgulisayo, aze axhotyiswe
ngezixhobo zokuchasa amandla obumnyama, nokuphilisa abanye abantu. Simnikezela sisithi
makube camagu, indlela yakhe ibe mhlophe.?

(Asyou the family hosts are seated with the Lord we in this world believe that al you do
pleases him. In that belief we then hand N... over to you so that you may lead him to Christ
the hedler of flesh and spirit, so that he/she may be healed of all affliction, and be equipped
with the weaponry with which to repel the forces of darkness and with which he/she would
be able to hea other people. We hand him/her over to you saying may there be peace, and
may his/her way henceforth be bright).

Thetraditiona nature of the ceremony is enhanced by the singing of Ntsikana s Great Hymn and the

beating of the cow-hide as the congregation returns to the church where Massis said. The presence
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of the ancestors is ensured, once more, by the use of the “umnikandiba’ leaves as incense instead of
the conventional incense. One wonders, though, whether there is a correlation between the
“umnikandiba’ plant and the“ umnuka-mbiba’ plant whichisused to swing ababy through its smoke
to ward off evil spirits. My suspicion isthat theformer isacorruption of thelatter wereit not for the
differencein smell as| believe the “umnikandiba’ has a pleasant smell whereas the “ umnuka-mbiba’

plant has an acrid smell. Both plants are used to drive away evil spirits.

Once more the incense, according to what the priest says as he blesses it, is equated with the smell
of Jesus Christ which drives away all evil spirits. The ensuing prayers clearly indicate that the family
rituals have an important role to play in ensuring reconciliation among people and that the role of the

ancestral presences in safeguarding members of their families should not be undermined.

How far this development will go in influencing other churches remains to be seen but it does
represent a strong departure, both in practice and in attitude, away from conventional wisdom in the
institutional churches. Besides, it is an important milestone and a commendable response to the
challenge posed in 1994 by the New People Media Centre (in Faith and Justice Network 1996:18)
in one of twelve "Concrete Proposals for the Synod’ in Rome:

Africaisvery muchin need of itsown liturgical ritesthat can enableit to celebratein truth its
faithand to build truly African Christian communities through worship. The challenge of the
African church is to exploit fully Africa's cultura heritage, its symbols and symbolism, its
history and actual context, and its theological thinking and reflection. Such African rites will
serve as one of the pillars of truly local churches, especially in the celebrations of the vita
sacramental momentsin life. Such riteswill assist in eliminating dualism and at the sametime
givethelegitimate opportunity to the African church to enrich the universal church and al the
communities that belong to it.

It isvery encouraging to note the following comments by Canon Suggit (1999:30), ahighly respected
Anglican theologian, on the issue of Africanisation:
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The process of Africanisation however does not primarily depend on the number of African
priestsand bishopsin the CPSA. It realy meansthat the church should expressin itsworship,
faithand life some of the insights and traditional customs of Africans. The importance of the
ancestors, for example, may not be disregarded. Some African theologians have thought of
Jesus as being the first ancestor - atitle which would seem to be in accord with the biblical
view of Jesus asthe second Adam, incorporating in himself al humankind. Perhapsthe creeds
need to be re-formulated to give more meaning to African ideas about God. Similarly African
ways of worship need to be respected and encouraged, even though they may seem unduly
exuberant to a staid English-speaking congregation. The present move for transformation in
the CPSA should be a way in which African expressions of Christian faith should be
permitted and supported. No doubt these will differ anong themselves: it isunlikely that the
context and experience of the church in Mozambique will be the same as in the African
townships of Gauteng or the Cape.

Considering the vehemence with which the earlier church fathers opposed amost anything African,
and being aware of the influence of such great theologians as Canon Suggit in the Anglican church,
his views as expressed here can only bolster and enhance the views of those who feel that it is high
timethat the churchin Africarelated to, and respected, its African context. In conclusion, | make bold
to say that the church in Africa has an enormous missionary task on its shoulders to mission the
institutional Church and helpitriditself of all vestigesof Eurocentrism whileretaining itscatholicism
and its universalism., subject to the authority of Christ (to cite Suggit 1999:31) and in obedience to
the fundamental preceptsof the al-embracing ubuntu of Qamata based on the tenets of integration,

collective accountability and responsibility for the welfare of this continent and all its peoples.

4.2.3 TheAfrican concept of ubuntu and current thinking in quantum physics

Of all the concepts and the conversationsthat have been exchanged between black and white over the
last century, none has caught the imagination of people across colour lines more than the African
concept of ubuntu. While ubuntu cannot be used as a panaceafor al the problems of the continent,
it could be used to forge closer ties and deeper understanding among the peoples of the continent,
especidly if viewed againgt the backdrop of developmentsin quantum physics today as will be seen

in this concluding section.
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Western spirituality is based on a culture that is strongly underpinned by individualism and
competition, aculturethat ischaracterised by atendency to regard reality asfragmented. Each person
isan idand, each personis minding his or her business. Ubuntu, in contradistinction, has wholeness
asone of itspillars. It has foundations in a culture that regards life as a seamless garment that is so

great and inclusive that there is no effective difference between the spiritua and the natural.

In thiskind of existence, one person's personhood and identity is fulfilled and complemented by the
other person's personhood. Each person is because the other personis. Each person exists because
the other person exists. Thisview resonates with current thinking in quantum physics as espoused by

Bohm one of the most outstanding quantum physicists.

As pointed out by Bohm (1993:147) "many thousands of years ago, our culture was not broken into
fragmentsasit isnow. At that time, science and spirituality were not separated’. The big divide came
only much later when technology began to split from religion. Scientists such as Descartesargued that
everything was amachine -the animals, the body, et cetera. According to thisview, only theimmortal

soul was not a machine (Bohm 1993:148) hence the strict division between nature and spirituality.

While scienceisessential, infact itisasne quanonfor our existence, it has been amply demonstrated
that it is not an answer to al our needs as human beings, let alone as spiritual beings. This need for

something else which science cannot provide is articulated as follows by Bohm (ibid:149):

Nevertheless, science aswe know it cannot, by itself, give meaning in the deep sense
of ultimate significance, value and purpose. Science does have vaue in it. To
acknowledge the fact, whether you like it or not, is an important value. Also science
hasthe purpose of obtaining knowledge and satisfying curiosity. However, thisisstill
arather limited meaning.
Bohm arguesfor a coherent wholeness and a coherent culture in which science and spirituality could
not only coexist, but also complement each other as both are essential for human survival. In order
to achievethis, healso callsfor dial ogue between those concerned. Besi desthese suggested measures,

he strongly calls for a common coherent consciousness.



It isobviousfrom the abovethat the key for the coexistence of science and spirituality could befound
infellowship and not inisolation. Thiscoexistence, however, can only be successful if we could have
aradical attitudinal change in those who are involved in the two activities. This view resonates with
the following comment by Bohm (1993:149):

We are all pushing against each other and everyoneistrying to win. The significance
of wholenessisthat everything isrelated internally to everything el se, and, therefore,
in the long run, it has no meaning for people to ignore the needs of others.
Thereis, therefore, need for all concerned to revisit the traditional conservative view of redity asa
machine with parts that can be reduced to smaller constituent elements, instead of seeing redlity, as
Bohm (in Keepin 1993:45) putsit, as “unbroken wholeness in flowing movement'. Keepin (ibid:45)
continues to point out that Bohm “shows that there is no concrete evidence in science to favor its

fragmented world view over the unbroken, flowing holomovement he proposes.

Bohm (1980:173) gives aclear exposition of the untenability of the mechanistic order in which “each
part isformed ... independently of the others, and interacts with the other parts only through some
kind of externa contact'. As a physicist, Bohm employs the theory of relativity to illustrate that the
basic assumption underlying the generally accepted form of mechanism in physics has been shown to
be untenable. These basic assumptions crumble even more rapidly when tested against the quantum

theory.

Instead of the mechanistic order, Bohm (1980:177) proposesanew order, theimplicate order, which

he explains as follows:

We proposed that anew order isinvolved here, which we called theimplicate order (from the
Latin root meaning "to enfold' or "to fold inward"). In terms of the implicate order one may
say that everything is enfolded into everything. This contrasts with the explicate order now
dominant in physics in which things are unfolded in the sense that each thing lies only in its
own particular region of space (and time) and outside the regions belonging to other things.

The crux of Bohm's thinking is undoubtedly wholeness instead of fragmentation. He has clearly

indicated how the theory of relativity and the quantum theory have provided substantial evidence to
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disprove the claims of the old paradigm upheld by the mechanistic order. He concludes that even
consciousness could be viewed in the light of the implicate order thus enabling us to find acommon

ground with others.

Theimplicateorder withitsemphasi sonwhol enessand interrel ationship, offersusagood opportunity
to reorganise our relationships. It also accords with the communion consciousness idea proposed by
Beatrice Bruteau (1980:43) which only transcendent persons can attain. These are persons who are
indwelling in others and are united with one another's personhood thus, to use Bruteau's term,
establishing “interpersonhood' (Bruteau ibid:56). This strongly resonates with the African concept of
ubuntu which has been variously defined e.g. Cowley (1991:44) saysin this regard:

Ubuntu ('Botho' in Sotho, "V huthu' etc.) is like the English person-hood, an abstract term,
it manifestsitself through variousvisible human actsin different social situations. In short, the
quality of Ubuntu is manifested in every human act which has community building as its
objective orientation. Any act that destroysthe community, any anti-social behaviour cannot,
in any way be described as Ubuntu.

While community building is one of the many spinoffs or facets of ubuntu, ubuntu should not be
confused with generosity (ububele) and philanthropy. It is something deeper than those activities,
good asthey are. It involves sharing yourself, your humanity with the other person first, and then the
rest will follow suite. There is a sense in which the primary purpose is person building which will
automatically dovetail into community building. Its hallmark is empathy even before sympathy. This
cannot happen without indwelling.

It is only through this process of becoming like Christ and becoming the other person that we can
reach the final integration which Merton (1980:211) says ‘isastate of transcultural maturity beyond
mere socia adjustment, which alwaysimplies partiality and compromise. Such a person has attained

adeeper, fuller identity than that of his limited ego-self which is only afragment of his being'.

From these observations, it is quite clear that what Peacocke (1979:17) says cannot be denied that
“science and Christian theology cannot avoid encountering each other and thinking anew what kind

of interrelationship they might have today'.
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We need to be aware of the paradigm shift that has occured in physics and which has affected the way
we view redlity. As stressed by Capra (1985:xviii) the “crisis derives from the fact that we are trying
to apply the conceptsof an outdated world view - themechanistic world view of Cartesian-Newtonian

science - to aredlity that can no longer be understood in terms of these concepts.

Bohm's first important discovery in physics paved the way for the deeper themes of wholeness and
interconnectedness that permeate contemporary science and contemporary spirituality today. Thisis
related in detail by Keepin (1993:32):

He discovered that, in a high temperature gas (known as a plasma), el ectrons that have been
stripped away from atoms do not behave as separate individual particles but rather as part of
alarger, organized whole. Vast numbers of electronswould produce effectsthat were highly
organized, asif some organic process were orchestrating their collective behavior.

Thistheory underscores and greatly illuminates the contemporary view that reality is not necessarily
synonymouswith fragmentation and deductionism. Secondly, it provesthat scientismwhich held sway
for so long and influenced the thinking of many generations was based on an unsound premise. The
behaviour of the electrons is analogous to the behaviour that forms the essence of current trendsin
contemporary spirituality. These trends emphasise integration, wholeness and unity and the

orchestrating force behind them is the spirit.

Keepin (1993:34) explains that "Bohm postul ates that the ultimate nature of physical reality isnot a
collection of separate objects (as it appears to us), but rather it is an undivided whole that isin
perpetual dynamicflux'. Thisview undergirdscurrent thinkinginthe science/spirituality debate. It also
forms the basis of the proposed ideal interrelationship in society, as well as of the spirituality that
informs that relationship.

The old paradigm was mechanistic and reductionist. Reality could, purportedly, be divided into an
infinite number of smaller constituent elements. Anything not reducible in this way was rejected
outright. Everything had to be testable scientifically. Measurement and quantification were the only
criteria acceptable in determining reality.
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The systems view that is now emerging in physics has revolutionised our thinking on redlity. It has
been shown that reductionism is by far not the only way of looking at redlity. In fact it can even
distort reality. Scientists such as Henry Stapp (vide Capra 1985:70) clearly argue for a shift from the
mechanica Cartesian view to amodern understanding of physicswhich embraceswordslike organic,
holistic and ecological. He strongly challengesthe atomistic view of the protagonists of the Cartesian-

Newtonian view by saying:

An elementary particle is not an independently existing unanalyzable entity. It is, in essence,
a set of relationships that reach outward to other things.

The essence of Bohmian physics which has so influenced our thinking on redlity is that redlity, like

modern physics, is dynamic. By his coinage, the holomovement , Bohm clearly shows that thereis

aconstant flow of material from oneform to the other. Consequently, he strongly advocatesthe study
of movement instead of the study of the structure of objects as was done in the old paradigm. This
resonates with the study of the dynamic of relationship as evinced in love and care for one another
in contemporary spirituality, as opposed to the mechanistic study of individualistic characteristics as

happens in fundamentalistic interiority.

African culture has its own limitations but it does go a long way in the direction of creating an
existential reality that emphasises wholeness instead of fragmentation, a culture that believes in
solidarity instead of isolationism and competition, a culture that strives for sharing and indwelling
instead of polarity and selfishness. All these values are held sacred by its protagonists because any

aberration from them invokes the wrath of their revered hidden presences.

43 Conclusion

It should be stressed that African culture should not be glamourised or romanticised. It cannot
be denied that African culture, like all cultures, hasits good points and its bad points. Up to now,

the tendency was to emphasise the bad points and to be completely oblivious of the important role

which the culture played in African society. Even thefew good points that have been bandied
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about in recent years, e.g. ubuntu have been exploited for expediency and not because thereis
agenuine commitment to follow what ubuntu meansin actual practice- not only an outward show
of hospitality, but also a commitment to share in the other person’'s suffering and celebration and
tomaintain at al costs the harmony between the living and the living-dead whether they be saints
or ancestors. This is based on a philosophy that thereis essentially no difference between people,
that you areinmeand | am inyou, and, therefore, we are basically one person because "umntu

ngumntu ngabantu” (a person is a person because of other people).

Notes:

1. Theextracts and al the quotations are from an unpublished draft liturgy compiled by
Bishop Siggibo Dwane entitled ‘ Inkonzo yomntu omhlophe’ (1999: pp. 1-14.)

2. Dwane, ibid: 3.
3. Dwane, ibid: 5.
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CHAPTER FIVE

GENERAL CONCLUSION

The study focused on two primary objectives which were basically treated interchangeably. Thefirst
objective was to highlight the essential features and nature of the phenomenon of hidden presences
in the spirituality of the amaXhosa of the Eastern Cape as seen against the backdrop of Celtic

gpirituality which has so much in common with African spirituality.

Because African culture had been downtrodden and denigrated over the past century, it was felt
essential to find aculture and a spirituality that could act as a sounding board and anchor to a culture
that had almost been completely destroyed by Western cultural imperialism. Frankly speaking what
happened in Africaisin complete contradistinction to what happened in Ireland where the early Irish
church authorities took a conscious decision to baptise some of the elements of pre-Christian Irish
culture. In essence, therefore, this study isan evaluation of the route that Christianity refused to take
initsdealings with African culture and spiritudity, arefusal that hasled all of usto the cul-de-sac we

find oursalvesin.

The second objective, or better still, subtheme, of the research relates to the impact of Christianity
on the above ingtitutions. The study attempts to prove that Western Christianity was somewhat
inconsistent in its policies in that it operated differently in Africato what it did both in Europe and
in Ireland. The first serious error was to presuppose that Christianity had to go hand in hand with
cultural imperialism. A second misdirection wasto givetheimpression in Africathat Christianity was
a pure religion which never took over anything from the receiving cultures. As was clearly seenin

chapter one, Christianity took over many pagan ritualsand practicesfromitsfounding Jewish culture.

Asseenin chapter two, the existing commonalities between African and Celtic cultureand spirituality
are indicative of the fact that both cultures were deeply rooted in vibrant and steady pre-Christian

communities where God was both immanent and transcendent. There was no strict demarcation
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between the spiritual and the secular. People did not wear their spirituality like garments on a Sunday
and shed them on the other week days. Their lives were given meaning by their rootedness in nature
and humanity. Nature was theophanic. It reflected God or Qamata. God was indwelling in other

people and therefore one had to show respect and loveto one'sfamily and to the broader community.

Chapter three clearly shows that, contrary to the ill-informed pronouncements of the early
missionaries and their satellites, there is incontrovertible evidence that blacks have always believed
in the existence of God whom they called Qamata, Tayi, Mdali and whom they also knew by many
other names. Even though he was both immanent and transcendent, the only link between him and
the people was through the mediation of the living-dead. Theliving-dead werelike the justices of the
peace and the custodians of law and order besides goodwill and harmony. They ensured that every
able bodied person kept the social normsto the letter. That iswhy African culture has been accused
of being static and rigid, allowing for no change. The son had to do like the father did, and the father
had to do like his own father did, with no substantial variation to the norm and rule of life. This

ensured continuity and identity.

Collective responsibility and accountability are attested to by the fact that each household was
expected to fulfil its role in keeping the relations between it, Qamata and the ancestral world
harmonious. One person's derliction of duty and shirking of responsibility could bring calamity to
the whole nation. In this way, everybody was everybody's keeper. This led to ubuntu (vide chapter
four) - bonding and interrel atedness as compared to theindividualism of the West which is sometimes
acute even among so-called Christians. Ubuntu is certainly in tandem with the Christian teaching of

love and fellowship.

Another bone of contention between the Western church and African Christians in this country has
been the question of evil spirits. The church insisted that these were superstitions. No serious
attention or consideration was given to the fact that in African society these werereal life threatening
menaces. In contra-distinction again, the early Irish Celtic church acknowledged the existence of the
evil spirits and sought Christian ways of dealing with them instead of branding them as superstitions.
While the Celts used the power of prayer and supplication to Christ to crush these spirits, the Africans
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appealed to their own intermediaries, the living-dead, whom they regarded as powerful enough to
keep the danger at bay. Once again, one could imagine how they felt completely vulnerable when they
were told that they had to do away with ancestor veneration. It was like being told to remove your

roof in the middle of a devastating storm!

Chapter four highlights the battle for the appropriation of sacred symbols, on the one hand, and
reconciliation and incarnation on the other. This tension occured on both sides of the encounter.

The encounter between the missionaries and the colonizers, on the one side, and the amaXhosa, on
the other, was multidimensional. Its impact, albeit in varying degrees, could be felt on both sides.
While in the beginning the total ondaught met with total rejection, cracks began to be visible on both

sides even though those on the black side were soon to be more gaping.

The amaXhosa resisted imperial domination to the bitter end but with their energies sapped by
hundred years of war and the devastating Nonggawuse tragedy, they ultimately found themselves
drawn more and more into the Western economy and social and spiritual order. Wholesale
transformation was averted simply by adopting Western ideals and incarnating them into African
culture and spirituality while their adversaries also had to change their attitudes and accept certain
African practices. Therelation of the black CPSA vis-a-visits white counterparts and predominantly
white upper hierarchy, isillustrative of how much blacks have succeeded in appropriating Western
sacred symbols. We also saw how they unobtrusively practised rituals and customs which were
previoudy strongly condemned by the established structures and which they, even today, have not
officially sanctioned. That the white upper hierarchy has kept alow profileis certainly tacit approval
of some of these practices, if not, awillingnessto accept and respect the church's multicultural nature

in the same way that Colenso tried to and burnt his fingers rather badly.

This section a so touched on an important devel opment in the incarnation process whereby the Order
of Ethiopia(now officialy renamed the Ethiopian Episcopal Church) introduced their new liturgy for
the incorporation of divinersinto church membership. Thisbold African Renai ssance step isexpected

to have a significant impact on thinking and attitudes in other African churches.
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The short research aso clearly demonstrated that the propagators of Western spirituality were not
only grossly ignorant of the culture within which they were supposed to operate but they also
conscioudly refused to be part of that culture. They failed like the Roman Catholicsin Chinato take

the local culture into consideration when trying to win the people over to Christianity.?

Such an unfortunate attitude led to rejection of Christianity by alarge number of potential converts.
Even those who joined the church did so merely becausethey saw somegaininjoining what promised
to be the only way of getting to a heaven that is potentially different from the oppression they were
experiencing.® This attitude becomes even more lamentable if one considers the beneficial results
experienced in the early Irish church which took over some of the indigenous practices and baptised
them. Inthisway the new convertsdid not find themselves strangersin religion. They were strongly
anchored to what they already knew. They camein, not as underdogs who had to be redressed by the
colonia church mastersin order to become people who are acceptable to God, but as equal partners
and as equal human beingsin the face of God who does not discriminate on race, colour, culture and

demographic situation.

The encounter between Christianity and African culture had its good points even if these were far
outweighed by the disadvantages. It opened the African people's eyes to the noblest in their own
beleaguered culture and to the best in the encroaching Western culture. They managed to resist the
onslaught by the strength of their own roots (ubuntu, communality and unity) and to fight back by
invoking ideasfromthe West whichtheir adversariescould not deny (liberty, equality and democracy)
for which they had the support of the global community. They could then face their oppressorsin the
latter's own terms, and in the newly acquired languages of liberation - the languages of the Bible,
Western political philosophy, and political economy, as epitomised by the Church, politica

movements and trade unions.

It ishoped, in conclusion, that, as apopular radio programme went some years ago, those who come
acrossthis short essay on the hidden presencesin the spirituality of theamaXhosaof the Eastern Cape
will “think on these things and help create aplacein the sun for African culture and spirituality inthis

country. Whilst everything contained in that culture is of vital importance, it is argued, without any
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fear of contradiction, that the essence of African culture is the hidden presences as explained in this

thesis.

Notes:
1. Thisview isstrongly supported by Jacottet (1905:5):

Thereisbut one God, one Christ, one Holy Ghost; but thereisnonethelessaGerman, an English
and a French manner of understanding and appreciating the same religious faith and life. It isas
it were the same sun seen through different coloured glasses. To adapt itself to the mind of the
Hellenes, Christianity has had to divest itself of its Jewish garb or husk and take a more or less
Hellenic form. It was only by being assmilated and lived by Greeks, Romans, and Germans that
it could conquer them thoroughly. It could only do it by the agency of national teachers and
national churches. The same thing must happen in Africaif Christianity isto possess Africa, and
there become a living and life-giving power. It will have to assume an African form to meet the
needs of the African mind. If it cannot do that, our work is bound to be a huge failure.

2. The Chinese bungling is stated as follows by Jean-Marc Ela (1988:13):

In this respect, the famous dispute of the 17th century over Chineseritesis still a paradigm that
clarifies the difficulties posed by a form of Christianity identified with a particular civilization.
During the 17th century, Catholicism wasamost wholly identified with Western civilization. The
work of Matteo Ricci and his Jesuit colleaguesto take on aspects of Chinese culture collided with
the phenomenon of European ethnocentricity. A church that is not able to free itself from its
contingent social structures cannot be open to the universal in the experience of life.

3. Comaroff and Comaroff (1991:240) contend that:
The first converts would appear to have been made sensitive to the Protestant message by their

very marginality; the promise of equality before the Lord, of unfettered moral economy, must
have appeal ed to those who had long been treated as | ess than human.
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