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‘how to assist persons in local congregations, villages, rural areas, ctc., to
participate in chis discussion which has much mmpact on their lives”.?

In some ways, this study responds to that plea. It calls for theological under-
standing and accommodation of diversity (Chapter 4). Culture is the leading
issuc that has preoccupied African theology. Twrite as an African wornan and I
include myselfin identifying with many of the cultural issues that I describe in
this study. Thus, I write from within and that is reflected in the way [ use
inclusive pronouns, such as ‘we’ and ‘us’, which violates the rules of academia.
Lam part of this story and must write fron within.

9. S Wesley Ariaragah, Gospel and Culture: An Ongoing Discussion in the Ecnmenical Move-
meit (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1994, p.42.

Chapter Two

The Problem: What Is the Story?

Synopsis of the African Woman'’s Dilemma

My continent Africa is a land of proverbial wealth; that is, Africa is a land
wealthy in proverbs. One of my favorite ones relates the dilemima ofthe hyena.
The hyena was following the general direction of the aroma of barbecuing
meat. Fle wanted a share of this enticing and mouth-watering meat. Suddenly
his path forked into two. He was not sure which one would lead him to the
meat. In his uncertainty, he put his legs astride the two paths and tried to walk
along both and oops! The poor hyena split in the middle. Alas!

The African Christian often walks with one foot in African rehigion and
culture and another in the church and western culture. While the former s
condemned as evil and traditional, the lacter is passed for good and gospel. The
dilemma of the African Christian cannot simply be wished away, especially
today when it scems as if the center does not hold and things are falling apart.!
Christian women of Africa are a part of these two worlds. Often times. one feels
the strain of splitting apart when trying to correlate the pull of the culture on
the one hand and that of the church on the other. The tension between the
notion that it is possible and desirable to live by the gospel without culture is a
beliet held with much wishtul thinking. However, r ality tells a different story.

Culeure is a double-edged sword. In some in ances, culture s like the
creed for the community identity. In other instances, culture is the main justi-
itference, oppression and mnjustice—especially to those whom
culture defines as ‘the other’, *the outsider’. Both feminist theology and Afri-

fication for d
can theology are only beginning to come to grips with culture and religion,

while traditionalists have already tainted our understanding of culture by
defending cultural practices harmful to women. New voices from the perspec-

1. Sce Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart (London: Heinemann, 1964
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tive of African women are providing a detailed analysis of the issues of culture
and religion in Africa, among them are authors Oduyoye,” Oduyoye and
Kanyoro,* Maimela,* Pobee® and Gibellini.? What these scholars find is that
cultural 1ssues preoccupy Atrican liberation theology in a similar manner as
race relations do African-American liberation theology.

There are profound difficulties in secking the liberation of culture in Africa.
African culture is perceived to be the thread which strings the community
beliefs and social set-up together. It is therefore a great threat to community
security to be eritical of culture, for there are elements in these cultures which
are the very veins through which the solidarity of communities is nurtured. In
the African indigenous thought system, culture and religion are not distinct
trom cach other. In fact, the conversations which took place in my mother’s
garden under a mango tree (referred to above), gave meaning to the cliché
that in Africa there 1s no distinction between the sacred and the secular,
the spintual and the material, the natural and the supernatural. One seeks n
vain for terms and concepts in African languages which refer to these dis-
tnctions or convey these conceptions. Such terms as exist now in this regard
are borrowed.”

Theretore, culture and religion in Africa are one and the same thing: they
embrace all areas of one's total life. There is no sphere of existence that is ex-
cluded from the double grip of culture and religion. The presence or absence
of rain, the well-being of the community, sexuality, marriage, birthing, nam-
ing cluldren, success or failure, the place and form of one's burial, among
others, all come under the scope of religion and culeure.

FHaving stated this, it must also be said that African ways of living and
being are not static, just as no culeure or religion can ever claim to be static.
Ience, culture and religion in Africa today, while bearing a direet link to the
past, have adapted themselves out of necessity to present realities. They have
had to contend with contact from other cultures through colonial occupa-
tion, contact with Christianity, and contact with Western culture and its
technological arntacts. In addinon, African religions and cultures have had to

2. See Merey Amba Oduyoye, Dangluers of Anewa: Afvican Tomen and Patriarchy (Mary-
knoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1995).

3. See Merey Amba Oduyoye and Musimbi RA. Kanyoro (eds.). The 1Vl to Arise:
IWomen, Tradition and Church in Africa (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1992).

4. See Simon Mannela, Culture, Refigion and Liberation {Pretoria: Penrose Books, 1994).

5. See John S, Pobee, Towards an African Theology (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1979).

0. See Rosino Gibellini, Paths of African Theology (Marykuooll, NY: Orbis Books, 1994).

7. E.E. Evans-Pritcchard, Theories of Primitive Religion (London: Oxtord University Press,
1965), p. 05. .
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contend with new political realities, the formation of new identities, and
interaction with the surrounding and new-contact cultures and religions,
Despite such encounters, it amazes both Africans and foreigners alike to sce
how alive and well cultural practices in Africa are alive and well despite their
hospitality to new encounters.

Women in Africa are the custodians of cultural practices. For generations,
women have guarded cultural prescriptions strictly governed by the fear of
breaking taboos. Many aspects which diminish women continue to be prac-
ticed to various degrees, often making women objects of cultural preservation.
Harmful traditional practices are passed on as ‘cultural values” and therctore
are not to be discussed, challenged or changed. In the guise of culture,
harmful practices and traditions are perpetnated. Practices such as female
genital mutilation, carly betrothals and marriages, and the stigmatization of
single women, barren women and widows are not liberating to women, Yet it
i1s in fact women who sustain these practices. Issues of this nature 1llustrace the
reality of women’s vulnerability in the face of cultural prescriptions.

In both the private and public spheres, the roles and tmages of African
womicen are socially and culturally defined. Within this framework of ope-
ration, wonien have been socialized into a state of numbness where question-
g the cultural is perceived to be a dangerous trend, Culture silences many
women 1n Africa and makes it impossible for them to experience the iberating
promises of God of which the Bible speaks. The stories of women i African
culture are cause for concern. Listen to some of them as told by women of
courage and vulnerability.

First Story: Infibulation

I came back to the hospital a week atter delivery because I eould not hold urine.
The doctors have not yet helped me even though T have had two operations.
They say that it 1s because of the infibulation I had when T was ten years. 1 am
now sixteen years and this was my first birth. There was no money tor school
fees, so 1 did not go beyond primary class six. My parents arranged for this
marriage. My husband 1s more than forty years and he has two other wives. Tam
the fg_._:nc.ﬁ.v_

Second Story: Barrenness

I was married at the age of 19 immediately after completing secondary school.
We had a beautitul chureh wedding and I continued teaching Sunday school

8. Amina, interviewed by author, in a hospital in Mombasa, Kenya, 27 December 1992
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my new chureh justas Fhad done in the chureh where [ grew up. When 1 could
not conceive within six months, the women began to ask me what was wrong,
After one year, still there was no sign of pregnancy. My sisters-in-law started to
make up stories thae T had been a loose woman and had abortions before
marriage. That was very upsettng to me because 1 had never had any sex with
anyone betore marriage. My husbhand was the only man I knew,

During the second year, my husband started coming home late and finding
tault with me tor everything. It he knocked the door and [ did not ran o openit,
he would call me lazy and punch me, Tis whole family also insulted me in nuny
ways. I talked to the pastor, but he simply told me w persevere and not do
anytinng to annoy my hu

nd. e also told me to repent my past sins and
remember the nan is the head of the home. [ went to many ditterent doctors

who sud that they could not idenify what was wrong with me. The doctors

ked that both miy husband and I should seek medical help. For a long time, [
could not dare suggest to my husband about going to the doctor. One day I did
and my tears were justified, e beat me thoroughly for suspecting him.

Lite became unbearable and I decided to recurn to my parents’ home. My
mother was always embarrassed by my situation, so she did not like to talk about
it. She weleomed me all right, but never said anything to comfort me from the
siuation [was running away from. My father never talked to me about it but he
may have discussed with mother. e never looked at me. Whenever he wanted
me to do something, he would tell my mother to ell me. There were lots of
chores i the house for the evenings and carly mornings.

[worked on my father’s tarm daily but my brothers and their wives requently

sulted me. They said that my hard work was aimed at winning my father's favor
so that he could give me a piece of land as inheritance, They warned that T had no
rights o fumly laind as @ woman and 1 should find a husband so chat T would
mherit through his Tineage. Each of my brothers sware that they would not even
bury my body on their pieces of Tand. 1F T answered back in protest, everybody
mcluding mother would tell mie not to be rude t my brothers when they are the
owners of the home where Twas simply getting free lodging. | protested o ny

mother about these msults, She listened silently and imply said that she would
talk to my brothers. [n reality, she never did. Atter some time, T debated whether
to kill myselt or just leave home w nowhere. 1 decided on the lacer,

1 have done many odd jobs to carn a living here in Mombasa. The only tme |
had a sexual friendshap, [ became pregnant, so Thave one child, but T do not like to
live a life of looseness. 1 repented and went back o the chureh. However, the
Church cannot aceept me as a full member because Tam not married and [ had a
child out of wedlock. 1love my daoghter. T live for her. T want her to getan edu-
cation bec

¢ Fwant her to have a beteer future. Tam happy with my work as a
cleaner i this hotel. We cleaners have to be very honest because we lose our jobs

. N . . . . - {
aguest's property is stolen or messed up. Thave been doing ehis job for 18 years.”

Aliviza, mrerviewed by author, at a tourist beach hotel, Mombasa, Kenya, 27

December 1992,
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Gender as a Concept of Cultural Analysis

If today African women are able to name the oppressive aspects of African
cultures, it has not come easily. Telling these stories of dchumanizing cultural
practices is still rare and a struggle. There are stll many women who would
not speak of their own experiences either as victims or perpetrators.

The question confronting women theologians in Africa is how can dis-
cussions on culture be incorporated m our communitics so that women find it
safe to speak about issues that harm their well-being? Such a question arises
out of the biblical conviction that men and women are ereated in God’s image
and thatalone demands that they live in dignity. Atrican women theologians
who have encountered feminist analysis do not quickly jump to condemn
women for being custodians of dehumanizing cultaral practices. Ieis realized
that even women'’s actions are too deeply rooted in patriarchal socialization
and therefore the analysis of women’s oppression has to be done in the context
of gender analysis. ' We need to look and see how our societies are organized
and how power is used by different groups, men and women, young and old.
people of varying economic means, and so on, Who benefits from a particular
meerpretation of culture and how 1s the system kept in place?

Gender analysis takes into account ways in which roles, attitudes, values and
relationships regarding women and men are constructed by all socicties all
over the world. The concepts and practices of cquality and discrimination
determined by social, cconomige, religious and culeural factors lic at che heart
of gender-sensitive perspectives. Theological engagement with gender issues
seeks to expose harm and injustices that are m society and are extended to
Scripture and the teachings and practices of the Church through culture.
Women, as well as men, are made mn the divine image of God and theretore
any pattern of discrimination, domination or oppression is contrary to God's
Justice and sovereignty. Inclusiveness is an aspect of the justice of God, which
Jesus restored in his concern for those on the fringes. The fact that gender
roles differ significantly from one society to another and from one historical
period to another, 1s an indicaton that they are socially and culturally

constructed, For example, among the Maasai of East Africa, construction of

10, For feminists, patriarchy does not just mean the rule of the father, or the rule of
males for that maceer, but 1t carries with it connotations of an unjust hierarchical and

dualistic ordering ot life which discriminates against women, Patriarchy should not be seen

as the opposite ot matriarchy. For further reading, sce Rosemary R, Ruether’s article on

“Patriarchy”. in Russell and Clarkson (eds.), Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, pp. 205-200.
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houses is the women's job, while in some other societies, this 1s mainly the
men's job. Yet i other socicnes, building work is divided into sections and
allocated to both women and men. Sometines, in assigning these roles within
the culture, cither men or women may be unjustly treated. Today, most
women's scholarship globally recognizes this web of oppression which even
leads women to oppress other women. Gender analysis secks to identify such
injustices and to suggest a societal correction.

Cultural Hermeneutics as a Key to Reading the Bible in Africa

In 1994, 1 first clearly saw the need for

alyzing culture as a process for
secking out liberation for African women. I made the following preliminary
remarks: “The complexities inherent in cultural debate require space and a safe
environment of mutual trust and mutual valnerability in order for dialogue to
take place™; and "A new aspect of fermimst analyses has been brought to
theology mainly by studies of women from Africa. This new ching deserves its

righttul place n the theological paradigms, It could be called “Culeural
Hermeneuties™.' !

I suggested that culeural hermeneutics

is an important first step towards an
African women's liberation theology. All questions regarding the welfare and
status of women in Africa are explained within the framework of culture.
Women cannot inherit land or own property because itis not culturally ‘right’,
Women may not participate in the leadership because it 1s culturally the
domain of men. Whether the subject is politics, economics, religion or social
issues, none of these are safe from the sharp eyes of culture. However, itis not
enough simply to analyze culture without reference to the people who
maintain the culture and on whom the culture impacts. Tere 1s where the
need arises for a gender-sensitive cultural hermeneuties because it doubles in
addressing issucs of culture while being critical of that culture from a gender
perspective.

As a project done within the framework of theological education, this work
must also show how the Chureh is part and parcel of the subject of analysis. It is
in the Church that the dilemma of how Africans should live as Christians and
cultural people thrives. Since the Bible forms the base and informs the African
Christian on what they can validate or not validate in their culture, I will start
from the framework of reading the Bible with cultural eyes. T present in this

1. See the reportof the United Nations on the Fourth World Conterence on Women
‘Beying Declaranon and the Plattorm for Action’, 1995, Umited Nations Information
Center, New York.
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study some of the clues to understanding cultural hermencutics. [ suggest thata
cultural hermeneutic is a first step towards a biblical hermeneutic,

I argue that the culture of the reader in Africa has more influence on the
way the biblical text is understood and used in communities than the historical
culture of the text. By so stating, I suggest that not knowing the nuances of “the
culture into which the Bible is read or preached has far more wide-reaching
repercussions for the exegesis of texts than is often acknowledged by biblical
scholars and preachers alike. Cultural hermencutics 1s a necessary tool for
those who teach homiletics and pastoral work in seminaries and other clergy
institutions, and it is a prerequisite to African women’s liberation theology. I
have discovered this by reading the Bible with communities of African rural

women. The lessons from such readings underscored for me the urgeney of
affirming the concepts of social and cultural hermeneutics so well dealt with
by many authors.'?

As stated above, the African Christian lives in the dilemima of the two-
forked paths of gospel and culture. Is there a way out and what are the possible
choices out of the dilemma? T contend that we have to analyze both the
personal and the communal ¢ /trﬁ ences in religion and culture. This study
provides examples of African women’s liberation theology, which Twould like
to name as ‘engendered cultural hermeneutics™. Itis only one of the first steps
on the path of a long journey for African women and the African Churchasa
whole. It is a journey that could lead towards visioning a new beginning for
women in Africa and for the Church in Africa. As stated carlier, it was through

reading the Bible with women in my village that T came to the realization of
H:c importance of culture in people’s lives and the consequent infAuence of
that culture on the interpretation of the Bible. [ stay with the Bible as the
source of this study while acknowledging that cultural hermencutics could
also be done from a different begmning.

I have two types of experience that influence my thinking on the question

12 See Norman K. Gotewald and Richard A. Horsley (eds.), The Bible and Liberation:
Political and Secial Ferneneuties (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993); Fernando F. Segovia
and Mary Ann Tolbert (eds.), Readings foni this Place: Social Location and Biblical Interpretation in
Global Perspectives (2 vols Press, 1993); Frederick C. Tiffany and
Sharon H. Ringe, Biblical Iterpretation: A Road Map (N hville: Abingdon Press, 1996).

13, In her book, Daughters of Anowa, Oduyoye presents the best example of engendered

Minnecapolis: Fortress

cultural hermeneutics available today. She does not use the terminology because her book s
about content and stares from analyzing oral literature. This work starts from analyzing the
reading of the Bible in a cultural context and seeks to name the theologies of African

ferninists. The Akan people understand themselves as “children of Anowa’, and women are

her ‘daughters’ (p. 8).
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of hermenentics. For several years, [ worked for the Translations Deparement
of the United Bible Socictics. My concern then was mainly in biblical excgesis
and hermencutics. My hermencutics education was highly influenced by
reading and talking with scholars of the Bible, theologians and linguists. More
recently, T have been serving as a Bible

: udy facilitator with church groups,
many of whom have been women. This exposure has brought new insights to
me. I have observed communities give their own mterpreeations to 1:”, same
texts for which translators and biblical scholars have labored to provide
interpretations presumed to be faithful to the meaning of those texts in ancient
Palestine. Thave noticed that popular Bible readers do not really care what the
scholars think. They read the Bible with the eyes of their cultures and they
apply a mirror-image reading. Sometimes the Bible helps read their r.:_z:.cw
while at other times their culture gives meaning to the texts of the Bible.

For generations, Bible translators promulgated theories which implied that
it was possible to translate the texts of the Bible in a manner so faithful to the
original that the translator’s shadow is completely absent from such trans-
lations. This is no longer believed to be the case. Today, Bible translators are
content with secking a certain level of faithful equivalence in meaning and
henee the subject of hermencutics has become very important to Bible ﬁ,am:ml
lation work. For, indeed, rendering the original words faithful in any receptor
language 1s not a guarantee that the modern readers will understand and
assinulate that text in the way m which the original audience did in ancient
Palestine. The issuc of historical distance from the original is important, but
even more so, the culture in which a text is created or read bears a very
important role in its hermenceutics.

Background of the Community Studied

John Mbiti has described the Atrican people as ‘notoriously religious™. M If that
is the case, then the women of Africa are doubly notorious. Their religiosity is
not shaped by the Church alone, but by all that is part of their ,ﬁwc.:: w:a
c.:_rz.:_ milicu. African rural people live in communitics that do not suffer
from consumerism and are not yet culprits of secularization. Instead, their
lives are marked by constant struggles and commitment to sustain life in a
c:,_n:_.p_ as well as a religious manner. Reading the Bible with rural women in
Africa is avery religious task because the women are a deeply religious people.

14.

Conversation m a study team ot the Lutheran World Federation, *African Indigenous
SN 0 Bioves Tsnmne Tt : :
ons’, Narobr, 1994, T believe he was reciting what he has written about in one of his
books.,

M—

—
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Women whose ideas I describe in this study would be named “poor’ by
global economic standards. Yet, they do not name themselves as such. They
struggle daily in ways which scem inhuman and altogether unfair. Yet they
believe that God is accompanying them in all these. When they il the land
with only a small hoe, make several trips to the river to fetch water for family
use, scarch the forests for dry wood for firewood used as cooking fuel, or walk
for miles to buy and scll their farm produce, they name God as their most
faithtul companion. These women are strong and courageous. They give birth
to many children in their homes without modern medicine. Their struggle for
life without technology has, on the onc hand, added the burden of laborious,
never-ending fatigue. Yet, on the other hand, it is this lack of technology that
keeps consumerisin out of rural Africa. Everything is valuable, even an empty
plastic bottle, which would normally be garbage in the cities or in the West, 15

a treasured item in rural Afri
Rural women of Africa often wage battles with clements of nature: droughts,
Aoods, rains and thunder. Sometimes, the clements of nature win and all of
life, including plants, animals and people, are affected. Death in rural African
villages is common. People and animals die from illness as well as from natural
catastrophes such as thunder, drought, floods or even locust invasion. Chil-
dren die from malnutrition, malaria, diarrhea, common colds and so many
other ailments which no longer afflict the developed countries fatally. Women
die from childbirth, other maternal illnesses and from sheer exhaustion. Men,
women and children are currently dying from AIDS. Needless to say, men
and women in rural villages age very quickly and die. When these traumas
happen, they are given a religious interpretation. None of the above is
accepted as the real cause of death; there is always something beyond the
obvious cause of death. People ask, why did that particular tree fall on that
particular person at that particular time and not on any other person? How
could malaria pick out my own child out of all the children in this world?
Many questions are asked and an equal number of answers are given to explain
these happenings. These theological questions and answers are indicative of
the people’s search for knowledge about the gods or God. Most of the time,
the search culminates in indigenous religious atonement and/or Christian
prayers. After this, people pick themselves up and begin again. The second
time around, they may have a bumper harvest; children may bounce back
health and grow to adulthood. Pregnant mothers and animals may give birth
to hicalthy offspring. Songs are sung, dances are held and hope continues for
the continent of Africa that remains a theater of the mysterious for the rest of

the world.
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) [t1s among such communities that the Church in Africa has its most faith-
H.:_ tollowers: the women, They live out their faith and witness in their
tanlies and i their communities in a way that has some marked differences
n comparison to urbanized African Christians. Yet, when it comes to culture,
they share many similarities with urbanized and highly literate Africans. I will
now present in this work a case study that illustrates how culture becomes a
meceting point for Africans, regardless of their background.

Chapter Three

Methodology: The Telling of the Story

Contextual Challenges

In this work, I use storytelling as a method of bringing my community along
with me in describing our lives together. Storytelling is not something new
to our African tradition, especially women’s storytelling, What could be new
for our churches is to state that our stories are a basis for theology. Indeed,
women globally are saying that theology should begin with our stories—what
we feel in our society, how we feel about our children, our familics, what
enrages us, what makes us laugh, what our lives mean to the next neighbor
and how we experience God in all these.

Liberation theologies have demystified the study of theology by using story-
telling as a method of bringing to the center of theological debate the perspec-
tive of the disadvantaged communities. Stories help to make connections
between faith and action because they make use of experience and reflection as
the intervals of connection. Doing theology in this manner does not simply
contribute to the current streams of theological thinking, it also contributes to
theology by challenging, rediscovering and renaming the truth that has been
hidden or revealed but that has always been present in the essence of God and
in the reality of the encounter between God and God’s people. Ever since the
dawn of theologics of liberation, theology has never been the same again, for
theology has been done out of the lives of forgotten people. This new process
of doing theology has renamed theology. Theology is no longer only an intel-
lectual exercise, but also the expression of the religious experience of God's
people. Every religious experience is by nature inseparable from the life experi-
ence of people. The encounter between God and people never happens in a
vacuum. Rather, it takes place in a concrete historic and geographical location.

By women telling their day-to-day storics, the Church will be forced to
listen to their day-to-day struggles and the ways in which women have




