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Abstract

This dissertadon seeks to compare paradigms of reconciliation in African tradition
(including African indigenous religion and culture) and Chnstianity, in order to enhance
the reconciliation process in South Africa. The aim is to enable and promote dialogue
between African tradition and Chrisdan tradition, with special reference to the
reconciliation paradigms they offer. In order to accomplish this, the first step taken is to
establish what African tradition has to offer in terms of reconciliation resources. African
traditional religion, philosophy and anthropology are identified as providing a conceptual
basis for reconciliadon, Certain African traditonal legal resources as well as African
indigenous ritual resources are also considered able to conuii)ute to social reconciliation.
The next step in the dissertation is to establish what the Christtan faith tradition has to
offer in terms of reconciliation paradigms. The following resources available to, and
stemming from, Christianity are discussed: reconciliation in the Bible; the narrative of the
cross and the resurrection; the inter-linked concepts of sin, repentance and forgiveness;
the church as reconciling community and instwdon. After having elaborated on certain
reconciliation paradigms lodged in both African tradition and Christianity, the next step is
to explore ways in which these paradigms interact. In some respects, they are found to
clash and disagree because of their differences and the discontinuities between them. Yet |
in significant ways they indeed connect to and complement each other. This dissertatdon
seeks to highlight points of agreement and connection between the paradigms of
reconciliation provided by African tradition and Christan wadition. Moreover, it seeks to
illustrate that the two cultural and religious traditions could interact fruitfully for the
benefit of South African society. A concrete example of such positive interaction and
mutual enrichment is brought forward, viz. a “new” ritual of reconciliation that combines

resources from both traditions.
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0. Introduction

0.1 The hypotheses, aim and objectives of this study

In this dissertation, my aim is to compare ways in which African tradition' and
Christianity can dialogue with reference to notions of reconciliation, with the view of
finding possible points of connection that are useful for present-day South Aftican society
in its quest for social reconciliation.

The objectives can be formulated in the following way: (1) What African tradition
has to offer for social reconciliation. (2) What the Christian faith has to offer for social
reconcibation. (3) Ways in which the two religious traditions and the cultures they
represent overlap and possibly interact with reference to their understandings of
reconciliation. (4) Ways in which the two cultural and religious traditions might interact
for the benefit of reconciliation in South African society.

There are two main hypotheses undetlying this study. First, that African tradition
and Chrdstianity both have resources of reconciliaton to offer. Second, that African
tradition and Christianity can dizlogue efficaciously with reference to reconciliation in
South Africa. It will be my purpose to provide evidence that supports these hypotheses.

How can African tradition and the Christian faith tradition helpfully inform the
social reconciliation debate in South Africa? This is the core question 1 wish to address.
Linked to this key problem are a number of sub-problems which need to be addressed in
order to achieve 2 coherent and structured argument in the elucidation of the main
problem: (1) What does African tradition have to offer to social reconciliation in South
Afnica? (2) What does the Chasuan faith traditon have to offer to social reconcibation in
South Africa? (3) What are dissimilarities or points of conflict or opposition between
Afrcan tradition and Chnstian tradition in terms of their reconciliation paradigms? (4)
What are points of contact or areas of complementatity between African tradition and
Christian tradigon in tetms of their reconciliation paradigms? And (5) What could be an
example of integrative and fruitful dialogue between African tadition and Christtan
tradition for reconciliation in South Africa?

In order to find a logical opening to the main problem, a few preliminary
problems must be tackled, which will provide the theoretical foundation for the
arguments of this dissertaton. These include (a) The nature of social reconciliation. (b)
Why the topic social reconciliation in South Africa has been chosen. (c) Why social
teconciliation inn 4ftican tradition and Christian tradition has been chosen. Finally, (d)
Problems and issues in the dialogue berween African tradition and Christian tradition.
For example, how does dialogue work, how has it worked in the past? What if the
traditions in question are unequal dialogue partners? What about dialogue already begun?
Why is there a need for dialogue?

0.2 Outline of the study
In what follows, I will sketch the outline of the dissertation, keeping in mind the aim,
objectives, hypotheses, as well as the formulation of the key problem and its sub-
ptoblems mentioned in section 0.1. In this rudimentary introduction, I do not yet refer to
of cite any scholars or their works. The necessary references and citagons will be
provided as the argument unfolds, beginning in secdon 1.1.

' The first task will be to address the preliminary problem of what is meant by
social reconciliation. Reconciliation is a2 word that is widely used in South Africa. It can
mean many different things, and indeed its meaning is contested. It will be the task of the

11 use the term “tradition”, rather than the term “religion”, because the latter is too narrow for the purposes
of this dissertation. The category “Afnican tradition” is broader and encompasses the inter-related yet
distinct fields of African religion, spirituality, philosophy and anthropology, as well as African cultural legal
and dtual practices. All of these aspects of African tradition will be considered in chapter 2.

8



first section (1.1) to identfy different understandings and definitions of reconciliaton that
are currently in debate, as well as highlight some of the problems associated with the term.
Through critical evaluation of these perspectives, and drawing from some of them, 1 will
propose my own understanding of reconciliation and its implications. This definition or
view of reconciliaion will be implied throughout the dissertation when the terms “social
reconciliation” or “reconciliation” are used. As a theologian and scholar of religion, 1 see
my task as asserting that aspect of social rcconc:hatlon which, for want of a better term,
could be called the “spiritual” or rehglous dimension.?

The second preliminary question is: why have I chosen the topic secal reconciliation
in South Africa? What is the motivation for exploring this theme? After having argued
what my view of reconciliation is, I will actempt to show in section 1.2 why it is important
in South Africa to address the issue of social reconciliaton.

The TRC was probably the most profound and overt sign that South Africans
both need and desire social reconciliation. It is my opinion that the TRC succeeded in
many significant ways to begin the journey of reconciliation among the people of South
Africa. The TRC was an example of the attempt to heal a2 nadon’s past, deal with its
memories, and move on into a reconstructed future. I will argue that the TRC was
partially successful in beginning the task of constructing a collective memory in and for
South Africa. For this it must be lauded. However, the TRC also had its shortcomings
and failures, and I will oudine those that seem most obvious. The aim of this section will
not simply be to show the strengths and limitations of the TRC, but to analyse what can
and needs to happen in its aftermath. The TRC was the beginning of a process which
needs to continue in South Africa. The work of the TRC, and other reconciliation
initiatives needs to be developed, expanded, and enhanced. There is a need to provide
other, perhaps more holistic and enhanced, paradigms for the process of social
reconciliation in the torn and broken context of South Africa. This dissertauon seeks to
provide one possible way forward from the TRC endeavour. This way forward includes
identifying resources from two traditions — the African and the Christian — and allowing
them to dialogue with one another.

Connected to the preceding one is the next preliminary problem that has to be
addtessed. Why the interest in social reconciliation in African tradition and Christian
tradition? 1f social reconciliation is what needs to be achieved in South Africa, the next
logical step would be to consider how this can be done. In section 1.3 I explain that
South Africa is a deeply religious society in which religious symbols, paradigms and
practices play a profound role in the every-day life experiences of its people. Religious

paradigms can be strong forces in societal transformation and/or stabilisation processes.
South Africa has many different religious resoutces to tap into for this endeavour, which
may have a great deal to offer in terms of guiding South Africans on the path toward
social reconciliation.

Perhaps the two most prevalent religious traditions operating in South African
society are the African tradition and religions and the Christian religious tradition.> The
former have often been neglected or ignored in academic discourse concerning social

2] will elaborate what I mean by the “spiritnal” or religious dimension of reconciliation in section 1.1.3.

3 I would like to acknowledge that I am aware of the dangers involved in making sweeping statements about
traditions that are not, in themselves, homogenous and coherent. Of course, African tradition and Cheistan
tradition both are ambiguous entities and cannot be assumed t0 mean only one thing. They are traditions
with diverse, sometimes even opposite, tendencies and trends lodged within themselves. Indeed, I am
aware that some scholars disparage a generic use of the terms “Affican tradition” and “Christian tradition”,
because it suggests an essentiahist position concerning these categories. The reasons why I have adopted an
essentialist stance will be elaborated in section 1.5 and in chaptets 2 and 3 respectively. Nonetheless, my
argument will not be based on purely generic/essentialist assumptions, but will also make use of specific (i.e.
non-generic) examples and case studies. For African tradition, the most elaborate non-generic example that
will be used is that of a particular ritual. For Chastian tradivon, I will often highlight a particularly Lutheran

perspective.



issues, and therefore warrant deeper investigation and study. Since African tradition has
usually been on the receiving end of social, cultural and religious domination, it is a
delicate task to uncover its hidden stories, and hear its silenced voices. This is why it is
important to make an inquiry into this living tradition which shapes the lives of millions
of South Africans. Chrstianity also enjoys extensive observance in South Africa, which is
why it is a worthy partner in the endeavour for reconciliadon. As a Christan theologian it
is ultimately a matter of authenticity and conscience that I address the social problems of
my country in terms with which I am familiar and in which I have my training — i.e. in
Christian theology.

Before launching into the discussion of the key problem and its sub-problems, it is
necessaty to raise further preliminary questions surrounding the problem of dialggue
between African tradition and Christian tradition. Sections 1.4 and 1.5 will be devoted to
this topic. In 1.4 some approaches to inter-religious dialogue will be elaborated, i.e.
“exclusivism”, “inclusivism” and “pluralism”. Specifically Lutheran approaches to intet-
religious dialogue will also be addressed. It will be shown that religious exclusivism
provides no basis at all for authentic dialogue. Inclusivism, while displaying some merits
that have to be mentioned, is also a rather shaky foundation for dialogue between
religious traditions. Pluralism, as the third option, can take many forms. In my discussion
of it I will seek to show that some of these forms may seem helpful, but bear inherent
shortcomings and possible dangers. Nevertheless, given the circumstances prevailing in
South Africa, pluralism as proposed by certain scholars, seetns the most viable option to
choose for inter-religious dialogue. I therefore have adopted a pluralistic approach and
thus conclude this secton by summatising the theoretical framework and motivaton for
dialogue between African tradition and religion and Chnstan tradition.

Dialogue implies that both partners are seen and treated as entites in their own
right, which means that African tradition and Christian tradition each enjoy the full rights
and duties attached to their separate idenddes. The next question related to the problem
of dialogue, discussed in section 1.5, involves the inequality of the dialogue partners, and,
linked to that, the need for dialogue despite observed disparity. For a number of reasons,
the two dialogue partners I propose — African and Christian tradition — are not “equal”.
These inequalities must be highlighted in order to evaluate whether dialogue is even
possible. One of these “inequalities” is related to the different worldviews that each of
the partners represent. African tradition functions according to a specific cosmology,
epistemology and ontology, which, it can be argued, are fundamentally different from the
Christian traditions of today. The core disparity is that African tradition has in many ways
a pre-modem frame of reference, while Christianity has a modem frame of reference.
The cosmological, epistemological and ontological bases of how these religious and
cultural traditions exist and function in today’s world is arguably different. Some would
say it is a difference that cannot be bridged, which would translate to the assertion that
dialogue cannot really occur in any meaningful fashion. It will be shown that despite the
“worldview inequalities” that will be elucidated, dialogue is nevertheless possible and
necessary.

An inherent charactenistic of modern culture is its hegemony. As Chnstianity
took on the forms and modes of modernity, it became itself 2 hegemonic force, as can be
seen from many scholars’ work on colonial times and missions. Christianity, in adopting
the cosmological and epistemological assumptions of modernity {or, rather, in being
adopted by modernity), became a tradition which represented mastery and domination; it
became a systetn of beliefs, thoughts and actions which subjugated other systems of
belief, thoughts and actions.* In Africa, the religious and cultural system which became
the object of such subjugation was that of the indigenous people, i.e. African tradition,
culture and religion, as it was known. Christianity viewed African traditional culture and

4°This will be demonstrated in secgon 1.5.
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its inherent religion as something to be defeated and crushed. Given this tragic history,
one ought to concede with out doubt that Afnican tradition and Christian tradition are by
no means equal dialogue partners — or at least have not been so far in the formal debate.
Christianity has come to the “dialogue table”, if it can be called such, as an aggressor, a
powetful and ruthless counterpart to African traditton. The risks and dangers of which
the past warns us ought not to be the reason for not dialoguing, but ought rather to
underscore the necessity for genuine dialogue.

Anothet preliminary inquiry concerning the problem of dialogue between African
tradition and Christian tradition has to do with the realisation that dialogue between these
partners has already begun, and indeed is already in full force, Dialogue is not a “new”
concept, but is already practsed on different levels and under different rubrics. Since the
Christian traditions met the African traditions in the wake of the colonial era, much
interaction has already occurred, and many approaches as to how the two tradions relate
have been devised. African theologies and African Initiated Churches (AICs) indicate that
Africa is alteady in the throes of dialogue between African tradition and Christian
tradition. Through mentioning the examples of African theologies and AICs, I wish to
locate my own work within the already-begun tradition of dialogue between African
culture and religion and modern Christianity. My endeavour is not “new”, although the
particular lens through which I want to observe the dialogue is specific, i.e. the lens of
soctal reconciliation. 1 argue that the continuation and deepening of the dialogue between
African tradition and Christianity in this field is a matter of agency and idenuty.

The above considerations are all part of the preliminary problems which have to
be looked at before embarking on the journey on which this thesis seeks to travel —
finding ways in which African tradition and the Christian faith tradition can helpfully
inform the social reconciliation debate in South Afnica. This, as stated above, is the main
problem that will be addressed in the present study. In moving towards a solution of this
problem, several steps have to be taken. These steps will be attempted in the form of
sub-questions or sub-problems (as mentioned in 0.1).

The first queston that must be posed in order to achieve an answer to the main
problem is: What does African tradition have to offer to social reconciliation in South
Africa? Answering this question is the task of chapter 2. Above I posited my first
hypothesis underlying this research as, “African Traditon and Christanity both have
paradigms of reconciliation to offer.” 1launch this invesagaton under the premise that
Aftican wadition indeed has a repertoire of options for sponsoring social reconciliation.

Before elaborating on those elements which positively contribute (or coxld
positively contribute) to social reconciliation in South Africa, in section 2.1 I will briefly
sketch the relative difficulty of researching African tradition, religion and culture. Unlike
Chrisdanity, where literature abounds, Aftican tradition has fewer literary resources to
offer. This creates 2 methodological problem, 1.e. how am 1 to find the information I
need to answer the question of what African tradition can offer social reconciliation?
What resources are available and how do I access them? I have found that my
methodology to finding information on African tradition has been multifatious, i.e. I have
needed to resort to many different ways of finding information. Besides through
extensive literature research (mainly of theological, ethnographic, sociological and
historical sources), the other method of attaining knowledge was through narrative — both
stories spoken by people or embodied in rituals, customs, and behaviour. I was able to
draw some valuable insights from interviews, formal and informal conversations, as well
as from attending some ceremontes and observing certain practices.

What, then, are the offerings African tradition can bring to the table of social
reconciliation in South Africa? Firstly, in section 2.2, I explicate elements in Aftican
religion and spirituality, African phﬂosophy and African anthropology and self-
consciousness that can be seen as promoting social reconciliation. For example, there is
the philosophy of Ubuntu/Bothe, as well as other elements of an indigenous African view
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of the human person that I argue are positive offerings. Part of African anthropology is
indigenous African morality and ethics, which I will also describe in this secton.
Underlying these rudiments of African tradition is 2 wotldview which is inherently
holistic, and therefore concerned with the reconciliation of all that is, a worldview that
focuses on the interconnection of reality, and the harmonious interaction of the forces of
the universe. This is a spiritual or religious conception of reality, which I argue is
consistent with social reconciliaton. The very cosmology that tradidonal Africans
espouse, as well as the ontological and epistemological underpinnings of this cosmology,
provides some useful building blocks, which could pave the way for a reconciled South
Afnca.

After charung some of the fundamentals of an African worldview and spirituality,
I turn my focus on two forms of practice which flow from an African worldview and
manifest it profoundly, namely legal institutions and ritual. In section 2.3 | will argue that
indigenous legal instituttons and procedures as found in African tradition have much to
present that can be useful for social reconciliation in South Africa. In describing a
number of legal procedures and processes used in indigenous African communities (and
the institutions attached to these), I seek to exhibit tendencies in African traditional
junisdiction that are essentially reconciliatory. Many of these juridical procedures take on a
ritual character. This leads me to the next point to be discussed in chapter 2.

Section 2.4 revolves around the topic of ritual. Ritual is possibly the most
profound and original paradigm for reconciliatory practice African tradition has to offer.
I have drawn together 2 number of nituals of indigenous origin which are practised in
Africa, which could for the purpose of this study be categortised as reconciliation rituals.
They are often not called as such by the communities who practise them. Rather, names
given for the rituals frequently have metaphorical and linguistically symbolic origins, and
would more likely be deemed rituals of cleansing or purification, cooling, healing,
peacemaking, or such like. It is in these rituals, rites, ceremonies and symbolic practices
that I have identfied the most profound contribution African tradition can make to social
reconciliation. Using the tools of ritual theory and analysis, I portray some of the most
impressive of these rituals.

I do not purport to offer an exhaustive list of African traditional rites of
reconciliation, but only a small glimpse of the plethora of reconciliatory rituals that exist.
Also, my examples are gleaned from various parts of Africa, although my focus is on
indigenous rituals practsed in South Africa. What I have found is that there are symbols,
symbolic actions and beliefs underlying the rituals that are common to most of the
African traditions observed. These commonalities seem to indicate that some
generalisations may be made with reference to “African traditional ritual practice of
reconciliation”. I will indeed outline some of the features which I consider to be
widespread and therefore of particular significance for Africans. Some such general
charactenistics include, for example, the symbolic use of water, ash, fire or blood, as well
as the ritual invocation of the ancestors.

The final step in this chapter on reconciliadon paradigms in African tradition will
be an in-depth analysis of one particular reconciliation ritual known as Cleansing the chest of
grudges (Ukukbumelana Umilotha/ Tlhapiso ya Dikgaba).® An investigation of this ritual, using
the methodological tools of ritual theory and theological hermeneutics, will firstly seek to
highlight the main characteristics and features of an African traditional dtual of
reconciliation. In other words, it will show how some particularities of these nituals may
become projected onto a larger canvass into more general conclusions about
teconciliation rituals in Aftican tradition, as indicated in the preceding paragraph.
Secondly, I use the Cleansing the chest of grudges ritual as the prime example for making

5 This ritual is definitely employed by the Zulu people, but variations of it seem also to be used by other
Southem African ethnic groups.

12



connections between African traditonal and Christian paradigms of reconciliation. (This
second aspect of the analysis will be drawn to its conclusions in chapters 4 and 5.)

The next sub-problem is formulated as: what does Christian faith have to offer to
social reconciliadon in South Africa? Chapter 3 seeks to provide answers to this question.
Again, I draw the reader’s attention to my first hypothesis underlying this research, viz.
“African Tradition and Chtistianity both have paradigms of reconciliation to offer.” |
therefore commence this part of the inquiry on the premise that the Christian tradition
indeed has a repertoire of options for sponsoring social reconciliation. Surely, 1t would be
a matter of writing many volumes if one were to articulate all the resources the Christian
faith has to offer. Christian theologies, spiritualities, church communities and institutions
in all their diversity certainly have an overabundance of capital to invest in this endeavour.
It is not the aim of this study to investigate all of this capital in minute detail. Rather, I
seek to highlight a number of key elements on offer from certain Christian traditions that
I consider to be particularly efficacious.

Firstly, in section 3.1 1 consider what most Christians would deem the basis of
their faith - Scripture. 1 analyse the meaning and conception of “reconciliaion” in terms
of the Old and New Testaments, in view of illustrating both the general tendencies and
the diverse ambiguities of the Scriptural notion(s) of reconciliation. My motive for
deliberating the Bible is simply that it is regarded as the central guide of faith for many
Christians, including those of my own denomination. Although I am not a Biblical
scholar, any reflecdon on Chnstian paradigms of reconciliation that excludes the Biblical
witness would be considered foundationless and vague theological conjecture. Indeed, as
will be shown, the Biblical scriptures have some thought-provoking teachings and stories
that may prove helpful as resources for social reconciliagon.

The next “resource” Chnstian tradition has to offer flows from the first. It is, for
Christians, the most elementary story witnessed to in Scripture — the narrative of the cross
and resurrection of Jesus Christ. It will be argued in section 3.2 that a contextual theology
of the cross and the resurrection, which inevitably implies a hidden God, is possibly the
most profound paradigm Christian tradition has to offer to a South Africa seeking
reconciliation. It provides a strong basis for social reconciliation through its message of
overcoming evil of the past, being inclusive rather than separating, and fostering action
and hope rather than apathy and pessimism. A theology of the cross has the potency to
foster and shape a community that attempts to come to terms with its past of turmoil and
trauma, and searches for ways to build a future of hope and wholeness, unity and peace.
Being a Lutheran, 1 here glean from my denominational tradition which seeks to uphold
the hermeneutics of the 2heolggia erudis, as conceived first by the apostle Paul and then
elaborated by Martin Luther.

Besides the Biblical witness and the theology of the cross, the third resource 1 will
discuss is theological discourse sutrounding sin, repentance and confession. It is the
argument of section 3.3 that the three inter-connected concepts of sin, repentance and
forgiveness are key for a Christian understanding and praxis of reconciliation. These
three motifs, seen as distinct and yet forming a tightly-knit unit, are central to the
Christan tradiion. The doctrine of sin is valuable because it takes seriously the reality of
structural and social injustice, and human beings’ responsibility and culpability in it.
Repentance is a significant notion because it opens up possibilities for transformation,
new beginnings and actions of penance. It establishes confidence and trust which may
have been lost, and seeks to make amends for sins in concrete ways. The concept of
forgiveness is essential, because it allows both the forgiver(s) and the forgiven to be free
from the evil which holds them captive, and enables both parties to start afresh with one
another, and re-build the broken relationship between them in a spinit of hope and
togetherness. .

Thus far, ] would have highlighted aspects of Biblical scholarship (in focussing on
Scrptural resources), aspects of a hermeneutical-theological approach (in focussing on the
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theology of the cross), as well as doctrinal-theological aspects (involving teachings on sin,
repentance and forgiveness). In the final section of this chapter, in section 3.4, my
concentration will be on ecclesiological aspects of the Christian tradition that are
potentally helpful for reconciliation. Here, the assertion is that the Christian church is, or
can be, a reconciling community and institution. For example, through its proclamation,
celebration, liturgy and spirituality, and its practce of Communion, it can be a
manifestation of reconciled existence, and promote this kind of being in the world. It is
beyond the scope of this study to elaborate a/ the resoutces that the church has to offer.
Therefore I limit my study to the few that I consider to be especially significant.

It is certainly true that the positive resources in the Christian tradition have been
and can be misused and perverted, thereby effecting opposite results to those desired (L.e.
disharmony and hostility). There can be and are misuses — even abuses — of Scripture, the
theology of the cross, teachings on sin, repentance and forgiveness, and the practices of
the church.’ But the risk of possible misuse of these resources ought not to disqualify our
use of them. Applied responsibly and correctly, they could amount to bold and effectdve
contnbutions to social reconciliation in South Africa.

After having demonstrated some of the resources presented by African tradition
(chapter 2) and Christian tradition (chapter 3), it becomes necessary to evaluate these in
terms of their ability to promote dialogue between the African and Christian traditions.
Therefore, the third and fourth sub-problems must be addressed at this juncture: What
are dissimilarities or points of conflict or opposition between African tradition and
Christian tradition in terms of their reconciliation paradigms? And, what are affinities,
points of contact or areas of complementarity between these traditions in terms of their
understanding of reconciliation?

As the main objectives of this study suggest, my focus is not to highlight
dissimilarities and incongruence between reconciliation paradigms in African tradition and
Chrisdan wadidon. Nonetheless, it is important for the sake of clarity and integrity to at
least note those aspects of each of the traditions in question that seem to be in opposition
to each other. In some cases it is debatable whether apparent disagreements or dispaniges
are indeed that. Howevet, in chapter 4 I will ascertain in broad strokes which elements of
Afnican tradiion and Christian tradition in my opinion seem to be in contradiction or
conflict, and which are therefore not necessarily relevant for the dialogue on social
teconciliation. I merely mention them in order not to evoke the impression that dialogue
between African tradition and Christian tradition with regard to social reconciliation is
unproblematic and simple. Chapter 4 will firstly discuss general differences between the
two traditions (in section 4.1}, and secondly consider mote specifically aspects of the ritual
of Cleansing the chest of grudges that conflict with Christian tradition (in section 4.2).

The second of the two hypotheses on which this research is based states: “African
tradition and Christianity can dialogue helpfully with reference to reconciliation in South
Africa.” Therefore, it is imperative to pinpoint those resources on both sides that have
the potental to dialogue favourably for the advancement of social reconciliation in South
Aftica, a task which is undertaken in chapter 5. First, in section 5.1, I seek to identify
some of the basic affinities, i.e. elements shared or similar in both traditions, or those
elements by which the traditions can complement each other, such as a spiritual approach
to life, belief in God, the sanctity and inherent dignity of human life, the importance of
community and participation, the importance of reconciliation, rituals and ceremonies as a
sacramental approach to life, and the importance of narrative and the past. It will be
noted that most of these mentioned points of contact are not paradigms of reconciliation
per se, but are undetlying features of both traditions that provide fertile soil for
reconciliation to grow. Section 5.2 will mention some concrete examples of dialogue
between African and Christian reconciliation paradigms.

6] will refer 1o some possible abuses of the Christian resources in the relevant sections.
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The last sub-problem that remains to be addressed is: what could be an example
of integrative and fruitful dialogue between African tradition and Chrstian tradition for
reconciliation in South Africa? The final step in this dissertadon will be to draw together
all theoretcal conclusions to propose a concrete example of useful dialogue between
African traditdon and Christian tradition. In preparation for this, I will show that chere are
elements of concrete affinity and complementarity between a particular African traditional
resource, viz. the Cleansing the chest of grudges ritual, and Christian resources that aim at
teconciliation (in section 5.3). I will highlight in what ways the constituents of the African
reconciliation ritual may connect to, correspond to, complement or be complemented by
certain Christian paradigms.

In section 5.4, as a tentative and exploratory exercise, 1 devise a ritual which draws
both from the ritual of Cleansing the chest of grudges and from elements of Christian ritual
practice, particularly practices surrounding Ash Wednesday. In doing this, I wish to make
a concrete suggestion for a shared or joint reconciliatory practice. This “new” ritual,
which I call “Ritual of the ash”, may become but one creative example of African
tradition and Christianity working together in faith and practice to promote social
teconciliation in a country sull burdened with hostility and division. Finally, in section
5.5, ] summarise once again why scholarship such as is engendered in this dissertation
could be of benefit for society.

In this introductory outline, I have delineated the form and direction of the
argument underlying this dissertation. Through the engagement of the named preliminary
problems as well as the sub-problems, 1 attempt to find a solution to the enquiry on how
African tradition and the Christian faith tradition can helpfully inform the social
reconciliation debate in South Africa. 1 adhere to the stated objectives of establishing
what African tradition and Christian tradition have to offer in terms of paradigms of
reconciliation, exploring ways in which the two sets of paradigms overlap and possibly
interact, and illustrating ways in which the two might intetact for the benefit of South
African society. The aim — to compare ways in which Aftican tradidon and Christianity
can dialogue with reference to reconciliation paradigms, with the view of finding possible
points of connection that are useful for present-day South African society in its quest for
social reconciliation — will be met, albeit in a limited and tentadve fashion. As the reader
continues perusing this dissertation, I hope s/he will be able to pronounce it as living up
to the standard of its ade, .4 comparison between Christian and African traditional paradigms of
reconciliation and how they could dialogue for rhe benefit of South African society. Needless to say, the
work that is commenced in this study is far from complete. It is my hope and wish that
further serious theological (and other) scrutiny and analysis are applied to the topic at
hand, in order that it may come to fruition, i.e. show the way to genuine and lasting
reconciliation between South Africa’s peoples.
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1. Addressing preliminary problems
1.1 Defining Reconciliation in the South African context

1.1.1 “Reconciliation” — a problematic term

It must be emphasised from the onset that there have been and are many different
definitions or understandings of the term “social reconciliation”. The task of this chapter
is to clanfy the intended meaning of this term, without necessarily assuming all of the
meanings and connotations that have been attached to it in the course of South Africa’s
history.

For the sake of clarifying the historical and theological context of South Africa in
its diversity and ambiguity, I shall briefly outline some findings of the study of Thomas
Kaiser on the social reconciliation debate in South Africa (1996). In his helpful overview
he traces the various views and conceptions of reconciliation that have been and are being
held by different South African persons and institutions which have influenced South
Africans’ views on reconciliation.

Kaiser deliberates the concept of reconciliation held by the SACC, especially
between the 1960s and 1980s (1996:63).” He uses Desmond Tutu as a key proponent of
this line of thought (:67). According to Kaiser, Tutu (and by implication the SACC) holds
that reconciiaton represents the core of the Christian gospel. It is also the centre of
Tutu’s theology. Reconciliation means Jesus has come to re-establish friendship and
community between humanity and God, between human beings, and between humankind
and the rest of creation. Jesus has been sent into the world in order to reunite it.
Wherever there is disunity, discord or tension, he creates the opposite (:70).

Beyers Naude, another of Kaiser’s chosen SACC representatives (1996:73)%,
underlines this view by maintaining that the starting point for inter-human reconciliation
is the reconciliatory act of Jesus Christ (:78). A further proponent of the SACC notion,
Wolfram Kistner, insists that God has already created reconciliation (:81). Everyone is
already part of God’s reconciliation, regardless of whether they are aware of it or not.
This reconciliation was achieved in defiance of the forces of destruction. It is the guiding
principle (Richtschnur) for all attempts to reach reconciliation between people (:85).
Furthermore, Kistner is of the opinion that “justice and reconciliadon are mutually
interdependent”, for which he calls upon the texts of 2 Connthians 5:18-20 and
Ephesians 2:11-22 (:86). Consequently, the reconciliation process involves both the
liberation of the oppressed and the Liberation of the oppressor (:87).

Kaiser’s second concept of reconciliation discussed is the one proposed by the
Belhar confession (:92), which relies strongly on the influence of Allan Boesak (:94). In
this view, too, the starting point of all human endeavours is Christ’s reconciliatory work.
Unity is both the gift and the duty of the church of Jesus Christ (:100). Belhar
furthermore places great importance on the notion of the confession (Bekenninis) of the
church (:103). For this reason, a status confessionis against apartheid is encouraged (:106).

Thirdly, Kaiser considers the concept of reconciliation in the National Initiative
for Reconciliation (NIR), which is exemplified by the work of Africa Enterprise and
Koinonia Southern Africa (:109). In this approach, emphasis is placed on interaction
(Begegnung) with the other in the spirit of repentance and penance. This repentant
interaction paves the way for the surprising gift of reconciliation (:112). The NIR
assumes itself to be neutral, i.e. not taking sides. It seeks to adopt a mediating role
(between two supposedly equal partners!), and is critical of the partisanship of the church
ot the option for the poor and marginalised (:113). Effectively, it proposes a “third way”

7 In 1968, for example, the SACC already drafted a document calling for reconciliation (Kistner 1999:39).
¢ Kistner (1999:38) also considers Beyers Naude as an important figure in the reconciliation debate.
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theological approach to the problem of racism and alienation (:114). The NIR’s
treconciliation paradigm seeks to focus on the points of unity and sameness, not division
and dissimilarity (:115). David Bosch, seen as one of the proponents of this approach,
highlights the cross of Jesus Christ, and insists that because of the cross there can be no
cheap (i.e. easily achieved) reconciliation.” True reconciliation is a painful process
involving confrontation {:119). The NIR notion implies a crtique of the Kairos
document (see below) for its vehement partiality and partsanship for the oppressed
(:128). However, NIR representatives later acknowledged their deficient reconciliation
concept (:129). Kaiser argues that in spite of the fact that the NIR can be criticised, it
cannot be denied that it helped create new communication structures, a spirit of
understanding, and tolerance among the parties (Kaiser 1996:136).

Next, Kaiser describes the concept of reconciliation forwarded by the Kairos
document (1996:136)." The Kairos notion implies a critique of both “state theology” as
well as “church theology”, which tends to avoid participation and partisanship in the
struggle. It emphasises the importance of penitence (Bufe) (:145), a clear and unequivocal
demand for justice (:146), and highlights the meaning of hope and liberation (:147).

Finally, Kaiser outlines the concept of reconciliation in the Evangelical Witness in
South Africa (EWISA) (1996:153). According to Matthew 5:9 Christians have the duty to
be peacemakers. This insistence is underlined by texts such as 2 Corinthians 5:18-20 and
Romans 5:10 (:160). EWISA charges Christans to listen to those who suffer, and to
practice and encourage penance and radical repentance (Umkebr), which means a personal
and communal transformation of old ways and a radical break wath sin (:161). In general,
the concept of sin is an elaborate part of reconciliation theology and process (:162).

In view of the South African situation, and how the term reconciliation has been
used, some scholars have pointed out that the term reconciliation might in fact be
unhelpful and even detrimental for the process of overcoming the conflicts and injustices
of the past in South Africa. Tony Balcomb, for example, argues that reconciliation
discourse has all too often been the standard of the “moderate”, “liberal” political stance.
He raises the question of whether the symbol of reconciliation has possibly been “used
ideologically, that is, to sustain relations of domination” (Balcomb 1993:200).

D. Smit (1986) has also raised doubts as to whether the rhetoric of reconciliation
is at all efficacious in South Africa. He has argued that “at the present stage of this
1deological struggle, the symbol of reconciltagon does not seem to me to have the
necessary symbolic transformational power” (Smit 1986:88). However, since the time
when he wrote this article South Africa has undergone profound stages. 1 would argue
that it has shifted from an era of struggle for liberation, to an era of reconstruction", and
that therefore the symbol of reconciliation has gained (or ought to gain) more weight than
ever before. Even Smit conceded in his 1986 article that in future the rhetoric of
reconciliation might indeed become potent and valuable again (:88).

It is my conviction that religious symbols in general, and the symbol of
reconciliation in particular, can be of value for South Africa in its phase of social
reconstruction. Nonetheless I would agree that the rhetonc of reconciliation has a
problematic history, and that the symbol might have to be “radically reinterpreted” (Smit
1986:85). Perhaps the former thetoric of reconciliaton has become obsolete, and a new
one has to be developed in and for a South Africa which 1s expenencing a new set of
possibilities and challenges.

* Kistner (1999:42) aiso mentions Albert Luthuli’s call for non-violence and freedom “as attainable through
the cross”.

W See Kistner for a further elaboration of the 1985 Kairos-Document as a milestone in the South African
reconciliation discussion (1999:40).

11 See Villa-Vicencio (1992), A Theology of Reconstruction: Nation-Building and Human Rights.
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In theology, old paradigms seldom disappear, sometimes they undergo a revival,
besides, theologians are committed to mote than one paradigm at the same time.
Any paradigm shtft in Christian theology can be carried out only on the basis of
the Gospel and because of the Gospel. Theology must be relevant to the
changing source-cultural situation but never at the expense of God’s revelation in
and through Jesus Christ
asserts Maniasusai Dhavamony (1998:41). Despite its difficulties, the paradigm of
reconciliation is an important one for South Africa. As a Christian theologian, I cannot
neglect the complex task of critically examining this symbol which is intrinsic to the
gospel message. I agree with Niirnberger that “reconciliation is a fundamental Biblical
category which cannot be abandoned” (1988:7) if the task is to remain theological in its
method and purpose. Of course, reconciliation may never be severed from the rest of the
Christian gospel, and must be understood “in relation to other symbolic exptessions like
‘love’, ‘justice’, ‘peace’, ‘holiness’, which also belong to the heart of Christianity” (Smit
1986:91). Itis my suspicion that isolating the concept of teconciliation from these other
fundamental Christian categories is what caused much of the confusion and damage in the
first place.”

1.1.2 The current debate: some views and definitions of reconciliation

I shall now isolate some of the definitions and understandings of “reconciliaton”, as they
are held by various scholars from various fields of discipline, highlighting aspects that 1
deem valuable and important. Then, drawing from these approaches offered and
elaborated by others, I shall attempt to formulate a definition of reconciliation which will
be functional for the purposes of this dissertation.

Wilmot James and Linda van de Vijver, in their exploration of different views of
the TRC and its effectiveness in promoting reconciliation (2000), are convinced that
memory plays a crucial role in the social reconciliation process (2000:1)."* Colin Bundy,
too, reflects upon the importance of natrative and memory in this endeavour. He insists
that forging a new collective memory is important for a society that is divided and fraught
with hostility (Bundy 2000:20). What he calls “social amnesia” ought by all means to be
avoided, because it will hamper the reconciliadon process. Bundy relates the formulation
of a new collective memory in view of the importance of reconciliation to nation-
building'.

Chatles Villa-Vicencio (1995) also underlines the necessity of memory and
narrative for reconciliation. In fact, he claims that “telling one another stories” is the first
step towards a “theology of reconciliation” (1995:107ff). Storytelling assists us in the
process of accepting and celebrating our differences of culture (:107), and enables us to
understand each other well enough to co-exist, and build a common nation “in diversity
and difference” (:105).

So we see that for Villa-Vicencio, reconciliation is intrinsically linked to memory,
story-telling, and healing. In connecdon with the asggument that remembering the past,
and telling stories about it, is necessary for the reconciliation process, Villa-Vicencio
asserts the efficacy of image-making (2000:25). He discusses the importance of images
and mental pictures, and highlights the danger of selective images imprinted on the public
mind. When doing the work of remembening and narrating the past, first impressions,

12 Balcomb (1993:182) and Smit (1986:89) mention how during the 1980’s the “reconciliation™ paradigm
was juxtaposed vis-3-vis the “liberation” paradigm, mutually excluding the one from the other. I will seek to
avoid this fallacy in the present dissertation.

13 See Amadiume and An-Na'im and their reflections on “the power of memory” and how it impacts
“strategies for achieving post-conflict reconciliation” (2000:1).

W See Ra’anan (1990) for a discussion of different concepts of nationality. Ra’anan in fact deems the term
“nation-building” to be misleading (1990:14). It is beyond the scope of this study to enter inte the debate
surrounding nation-building,
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dominant images and master texts are readily created. The danger is that in this process
other images become subsumed (2000:26). Villa-Vicencio argues that for reconciliation to
happen, all stoties, all images, must be told and heard, none ought to be suppressed or
relegated to the background.

In order to hear each other’s stonies, different groups in divided societies need to
come together, actually learn to be in each other’s company, and suffer each other’s
differences and incongruences. Indeed, Villa-Vicencio clauns,

The difficulties of creating democracy out of a culture of gross violations of

human rights are immense. It can be facilitated through what the Chileans call

reconvivencia — a period of getting used to living with each other again. Above all, it
involves being exposed to the worst fears of one’s adversaries. It requires getting
to know one another, gaining a new insight into what happened, as well as an
empathetic understanding of how a particular event is viewed by one’s adversaries.

(2000:27)

Heribert and Kanya Adam, in their article, “The politics of memory in divided
societies” (2000:32-47), are also of the opinion that memory plays a crucial role in
reconciliation of societies. Yet memory is also fraught with controversy.

Opinions about mterpretative and moral truth [of factual events] can legitimately

differ, particularly in divided societies. ...it is problematic to assume a collective

identity, without which there cannot be a collective memory. Only in a loose,
metaphoncal sense can we speak of a collective identty, a nadonal character ot

collective memory. (Adam and Adam 2000:32)

Different meanings can be and are attributed to the same history (:34), events can be
interpreted in 2 myriad of ways. This is why the task of remembering and recording
history is delicate and needs to be approached with care and integrity. It is necessary ifa
society is to reconfigure its collective memory and social identity, and create a future that
is different from the past.”® Furthermore, “If collective identity is to be redefined
successfully, it has to be communicated by credible ideologues from the inside” (Adam
and Adam 2000:45). People from within the divided society themselves, 1.e. those who
have lived through and witnessed the period of hostility and conflict — not foreigners, not
exiles with little ideological credibility, who are possibly even seen as sympathetic to the
enemy — ought to be at the forefront of creating the new common (hi)story. A new
commc-'rz history will, in turn, become one of the bases for a new united and reconciled
society.

In the debate about remembering the past and telling its stories in order to pave
the way for a reconciled future, the question of “the truth” cannot be bypassed.” Of
course, the need for truthfulness is not debatable. Yet what is truth, and who owns it?
And how does it factor into the reconciliation equadon? Frederik Van Zyl Slabbert, in his
article “Truth without reconciliation, reconciliation without truth” (2000) claims that the
truth needed for reconciliation on “a collective and social scale” “is not the truth of law

13 African theologian Kwame Bediako insists, “theological memory is integral to identity; without memory
we have no past, and having no past, our identity itself is lost” (1992:237). Francis Deng (1990) similarly
underscores the importance of identity in the quest for attaining peace and social stability, by illustrating a
Sudanese case of ethnic conflict. “Conflict transformation is about modifying perceptions of the Self and
the Other, and the relatonships between them” (An-Na'im and Peshkova 2000:76).

16 “South African whites and blacks ... have to live together in the aftermath of apartheid. Faced with
identities inherited from the past, they must forge new and common identities” (Mamdani 2000:179).

17 The Forum for the Future (FFF) is a Namibian organisation aiming at, among other things, promoting
social reconciliaton among the peoples of Namibia. It has devised 2 scheme of reconciliation based on ten
“pillars of reconciliation”. These pillars are leadership, unity, mediation, confession & forgiveness,
democracy, trauma healing, narrowing of poor-rich gap, inter-dependence, loyalty and hard work. The ten
pillars are argued to be “anchored in the TRUTH as 2 foundation. When viewed vertically, they become
steps leading to national reconciliation” (Namibia and Natonal Reconciliadon 2003:4). Indeed, “there can
be no new beginning without disclosure” (Kistner 2000:68).
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and science, but the truth that comes from confiding and acknowledging, a sort of
confessional truth” (:65). Even then, when such 2 kind of truthfulness is present, there is
no guarantee that “there will inevitably be reconciliaion” (:65). “It will probably take
many years, if not decades, before it (reconciliation) becomes meaningful to us in our
daily lives” (:71). Nevertheless, Van Zyl Slabbert insists that without truth all attempts at
creating social reconciliation are doomed to failure.

Truth is connected to perception, and one always has to take account of the
inevitable ambiguity of language (Villa-Vicencio 1995:112)." In telling and listening to the
stories of the past, we must try to reach “beyond what is the dominant perception™;
“shaped as it is by its prevailing power relations, the quest must be for a broad
understanding [of truth). It is this notion of truth that lies at the root of genuine
reconciliation” (:113).

Suppressed or forgotten truth is part of the inclusive truth which must be

uncovered if polarised society is to be united in the healing process. More

realistically, it is only as we pursue the possibility of uncovering the full truth that

the possibility of healing is there. (Villa-Vicencio 1995:114)"

John Lederach uses a helpful metaphor to elaborate the need for truth in a non-
threatening way. He considers Psalm 85:10 as providing a basic paradigm for
reconciliadon. Here, reconciliauon is the meeting point of the four axes of truth and
mercy, peace and justice (Lederach 1997:28-29). “Reconciliation ... involves the creation
of the social space where both truth and forgiveness are validated and joined together,
rather than being forced into an encounter in which one must win out over the other or
envisioned as fragmented and separated parts” (:29). This shows two of the paradoxes
which are embraced in reconciliation — the reunion of harsh truth and gentle mercy and
the seeking of bozh justice and peace (:31). So to Lederach, truth is but one aspect (albeit
an important one) of the entire endeavour of reconciliation, and ought to be revered for
its assistance in this greater venture, and not merely for its own sake.

Truth is important in the process of building a moral culture, which in turn is the
main ingredient of a reconciled society, argues John de Gruchy (2000:167-171). In
commenting about the TRC, de Gruchy claims

its purpose was to build a humane, just, caring, reconciling society. This was the

moral justification for seeking to know the truth. Itis only this kind of truth

telling that sets us free to be truly human, that lays the foundation for a truly
reconciled nation. If we are to build 2 moral culture, we need to know the truth
about our past, that is, about ourselves, because without such knowledge we
remain captive to our past. But what we do with the truth is the real moral test.

(:169)

Indeed, remembering the truth is 2 moral task. It is crucial for the formaton of a just
society with a basic moral orientation.

Alex Boraine similarly insists that story telling and truth telling initiatives are of
utmost importance for South Africa’s reconciliation. However, he cautions against a
romanticised image of what a “reconciled society” might look like.

To speak of reconciliation as though we can live in total harmony is absurd. The

very essence of politics is based on different points of view — different values,

different cultures, different arguments. So reconciliation ought to be viewed as an

1 The notion of truth, cautions Villa-Vicencio, is ambiguous since it is connected to people’s (subjective)
petceptions about reality (1995:112). Talk, therefore, of “pure” or objective truth cught to be avoided.
Truth “may not be in the singular, but in the plural”; “there may be several versions of the truth, claims
Mamdani. “Whose truth comes closest to capturing the experience of the most?” (Mamdani 2000:178).
¥ During a TRC hearing, a man who lost five children in an IFP attack on his home insisted, “Without
truth, there can be no reconciliation. ... There has to be truth and it has to be real truth ... you cannot
escape Jetting the country know what it needs to know.” (Bonner and Nieftagodien n.d.:2)
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exchange of ideas in a climate of mutual respect and peaceful co-existence.

(Boraine 2000:77)

In spite of his seemingly minimalist position, Boraine nevertheless holds that all-round
social reconciliation has better chances of occurring if leaders of all camps apologised
symbolically for wrongs done by the people they represent (:78). Public confession
“would drastically alter the history of South Africa especially in relation to race and
power” (:79). The divided naton ought also to “choose the logic of peace, abandon the
logic of war” (:80), and strive toward a situadon of economic justice for all if
reconciliaton is to become a reality.

Mary Burton agrees that memory, especially the healing of memories, is a
significant factor in the reconciliation process. She suggests that NGOs, faith
communities, educational institutions (like libraries ot schools) and individuals all have a
role to play in addressing the need of the community to be healed from its past (Burton
2000:113). Furthermore, Ciraj Rassool, Leslie Witz and Gary Minkley talk of “burying
and memoralising the body of truth” (2000:115-127). Part of this endeavour includes
symbolic reparaton, e.g. through the building of schools and monuments, the celebration
of ceremonies, the instituton of a “National Day of Remembrance”, building a “national
Wall of Remembrance”, and the establishment of a special archive of memories (:116-
117). Museums (:118), truth monuments and commemorative landmarks (:121) may all
contribute to the formation of a new national identity which does not deny the pain of the
past.® Moreover, tracing the remains of persons’ bodies may be important for personal
reconciliation (:125). Exhumation, reburials, ceremonies of mourning, as well as “rituals
of death and the journeys and presentations of the body” may all be helpful and indeed
necessary for enabling social reconciliation (:126), because these help people acknowledge
their past hurt without allowing it to dominate their future lives, and without the past
overpowering or crushing them.

Recognising the past, and telling and hearing its stories, is a painful task because it
has implications for the future.? Njabulo Ndebele (2000:146) explains that reconciliation
ultimately relies on “our ability to face the full implications of our move towards
interaction, away from the past of artificial separation”.® Moving towards reconciliation
implies “the recognition of an emergent balance, which hinges on a common awareness
that the survival of South Africa is a common responsibility”, “recognising a common
interest to preserve an imperfect zone of stability” (:147). It takes the shape of 2 new
binary relationship which is interacave. Ndebele further remarks that dialogue between
adversaries is necessary for the reconciliation process; reconciliation is “a human project
grounded in social process” (2000:152). And this social process can be bolstered and
assisted by legal institutions such as the Consttution and the Bill of Rights, if conducted
in 4 democratic environment.

Reconciliation is something to be earned by South Africans. They will achieve it

through facing the uncertainties and contradictions inherent in our

transformation. To navigate through a great deal of human turbulence, the

Consttution and Bill of Rights provide a democratic framework within which the

process of reconciliation can act itself out. (Ndebele 2000:152)

% Examples of such landmarks are the Hector Picterson Museum in Soweto, the Sharpeville Memotial, and
the Garden of Remembrance in Tshwane.

2 A family member of a victim is reported to have announced, “...even if it is his remains, if he was buent to
death, even if we can get his ashes, the bones belonging to his body.... If I could bury him, T am sure 1
could be reconciled.” (Rassool, Witz and Minkley 2000:125)

Z “Those who want to go forward together need to walk through their histories together,” claims Miilles-
Fahrenholz (1996: viii). Similarly, “The emphasis must not be on repairing the past, but on preparing a
better way forward” (1996:29).

¥ Telling their stories “is necessary for people to get id of the burdens of the past and be able to make a
new beginning” (Kistner 2000:66). See also Hay (1998:129) and Schreiter (1998).
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Indeed it has to be emphasised that to many thinkers on the subject, reconciliation
is inextricably linked to justice, ot the establishment of a just order.* Reconciliation
therefore has much to do with the struggle for political rights, economic freedom and
social liberation for all. The argument is that people cannot be reconciled to each other if
they are not equal in a legal and social sense. Since most South Africans have not enjoyed
the freedoms of a just system — neither economically nor polidcally — it is necessary for
them first to be liberated from oppression, before they can be expected to reach out to
thetr oppressors in a spitit of reconciliation. In other words, discourses surrounding
democracy and human rights are crucial. This is one of the main arguments of Tinyiko
Maluleke (19992:237), who is an astute critic of the TRC and any reconciliation endeavour
which fails to address the issue of social, economic and political liberation and justice. No
doubt, reparation and amnesty — even if only granted symbolically or partially - seek to
address the need for justice in the reconciliation process (Burton 2000:109-114).%

In view of the above-discussed elements of memory, social identity and political
justice and liberation, it can be argued that reconciliation is first and foremost a re-
establishment of relationships, a re-forging of communication and interaction between
people who have been divided. In their book, Breaking Down Walls: A Model for
Reconciliation in an Age of Racial Strife (1993), Raleigh Washington and Glen Kehrein
consider eight principles for successful reconciliation between racially divided
communities. Although speaking to a USA context, I believe their contribution to be of
value for the South African context also. The basis of their deliberatons is the Christdan
Biblical witness.

According to Washington and Kehrein, principle one for reconciliation is a
commitment to relatonship (1993:113). The establishment of renewed relationships is
the heart of the reconciliation process, as well as its generator. Principle two is
intentionality (:125). The people concerned must wans to work on a new relationship, and
strive towards it consciously, deliberately and voluntarily. Sincenty is the third principle,
and implies “the willingness to be vulnerable, including the self-disclosure of feelings,
attcudes, differences, and perceptions, with the goal of resolution and building trust”
(:141). Principle four is sensitivity, which involves “the intentional acquisition of
knowledge in order to relate empathetically to a person of a different race and culture”
(:155). In other words, sensiavity means taking an active and concerned interest in, and
making a concerted effort to understand, the others’ background, cultute and history.

Washington and Kehrein’s fifth panciple is an acknowledgement of
interdependence. Interdependence “recogmizes our differences but realises that we each
offer something that the other person needs, resulting in equality in the relationship”
(1993:169). Those who want to be reconciled must come to the realisation that they are
in fact dependent upon one another, that their reconciliation is an enhancement — indeed
the fulfilment — of their very humanity. This notion is also held by Desmond Tutu
(1999:154), who explains that reconciliation is an expression of the fullness and beauty of
human existence, and that humans actually deprive themselves if they refuse to embark on
the reconciliation journey.”* Unreconciled communities are made up of unreconciled
individuals, who deny themselves the fullness and richness of their humanity.

Sacrifice, the sixth principle, “is the willingness to relinquish an established status
ot position to genuinely adopt a lesser position in order to facilitate a cross-cultural

2 It is lamentable that in the opinion of some, South Africa represents an example of a story “of
reconciliation without justice” (Amadiume and An-Na'im 2000:3). It is contrasted to Rwanda which is
considered a story of justice without reconciliation.

2 Wole Soyinka speaks of the “burden of memory” that must be “exorcized through the strategy of
reparations” (2000:29).

2 Rcfcmng to the apartheid past, Tutu declares, “In one way or another, as a supporter, a perpetrator, a
victim, or one who opposed the ghasdy system, something happened to our humanity. All of us South
Africans are less whole than we would have been without apartheid.” (1999:154)
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relationship”. Reconciliation is painful, hard work. It cannot happen if people are not
willing to give up certain things. It is at this point that insistence upon justice and equality
again becomes palpable. In line with the need for a context in which justice prevails is the
issue of empowetment. As the seventh principle for racial reconciliation according to
Washington and Kehrein, empowerment entails “the use of repentance and forgiveness to
create complete freedom in a cross-cultural relationship” (:197). Washington and Kehrein
do not focus primarily on economic and political empowerment. Their understanding of
empowerment is tather more personal, relatonal and spiritual. People who have been
hurt and wronged need first to be empowered — in the first place by God - to be able to
confront their pain and resentment. Similarly, perpetrators need strength to face their
own guilt and shame, and to come to terms with the responsibility of remorse. Such
empowerment is certainly linked to “external” (legal, political, economic) empowerment,
but it is also more than, or independent from, it. Indeed, people who are liberated on all
external levels may still be captive to fear, anger, resentment, guilt, etc. internally. Or,
some who are not (yet) beneficiaries of external empowerment and liberation, may well
enjoy release from anger or hate, guilt or anxiety.

The final and eighth principle that is discussed is the notion of call. “We are called
to be involved in the ministry of reconciliaton, but some are gifted with a special call to
be racial reconcilers” (:209). In reference to this, Washington and Kehrein refer especially
to the Biblical text of 2 Corinthians 5:17-21. What is meant is that all Christians have the
duty to be active in the struggle for reconciliation, but that some may have special abilites,
exceptional passion or zeal for the task, and can therefore take on more active and
deliberate roles in the process.

In view of the above approach suggested by Washington and Kehrein, it becomes
clear that the Christian religious tradition has a lot to offer to the debate concerning social
reconciliation. (This will be expounded in depth in chapter 3.} Indeed, it is the basic
argument of this dissertation that religious approaches in general, and the Christian and
African tradidons in particular, are invaluable in the quest for reconciliatory community
building. Theo Tschuy, in his book, Ezhnic Conflict and Religion: Challenge to the Churches
(1997), argues for an ecumenical approach to the problem, and evaluates the efficacy of
religions working together to find a way out of social problems. He makes a strong case
for “a new pattern of common action” among religions (1997:147). Tschuy asserts,

At the dawn of a new millennium the vast spiritual and intellectual resources

which often lie dormant within Chnistianity and the other great world religions

must be awakened and applied to the burning problem of ethnic conflict.

(1997:146)

In his book, Butlding Peace: Sustainable Reconciliation in Divided Societies (1997), John
Lederach has found that so far in conflict settings there has been a lack of “adequate
concepts, approaches, and modaliges for interventon” (1997:16). He decmies the too-
heavy reliance on traditional (Western-style) statist diplomacy “despite its inadequacies in
responding to the nature of conflicts today” (:16), and suggests the need for innovative
methods at solving conflict (:25). Effectve conflict resolution and reconciliation within a
society requires an “infrastructure that empowers the resources for reconciliation from
within that society and maximises the contribution from outside” (:xvi, 61).

Reconciliation is a positive response to social animosity, hostility and conflict.
Lederach asserts that ethnic conflicts are “identty conflicts” brought about by the “failure
of governing structures to address fundamental needs, provide space for participation in
decisions, and ensure an equitable distribution of resources and benefits” (:8). He
identfies charactenstics of deeply divided societies. These include people seeking security
and control over their situation, and the existence of a “dynamic of severe stereotyping
coupled with radically differing perceptions of each other” (:3). Usually severe conflicts
are “by nature lodged in long-standing relationships” and Lederach points out the typical
“long-term nature of the conflicting groups’ animosity, perceptdon of enmity, and deep-
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rooted fear” (:14). There is also, in cases of social conflict, a sociological dynamic of
“reciprocal causation”, which is explained as “the response mechanism within the cycle of
violence and counterviolence” and becomes the perpetuating force of the conflict (:15).
“Where there is deep, long-term fear and direct experiences of violence that sustain an
image of the enemy, people are extremely vulnerable and easily manipulated,” claims
Lederach. Fears are used for sub-group identity formation and teinforcement. There is a
clearly defined easily recognisable enemy, and certain groups hold on to the perception
that survival can be secured through subjugation and domination of the other (:15).

For Lederach, reconciliation essentially means the building of relationships
(1997:23). He calls for a paradigmatic shift “away from a concern with the resolution of
issues toward a frame of reference that focuses on the restoration and rebuilding of
relationships” (:24). The problem in divided societies is that people are living as
neighbours “and yet are locked into long-standing cycles of hostile interaction”,
animosity, fear and stereotyping (:23). Paradoxically, relationship “is the basis of both the
conflict and its long-term solution,” claims Lederach. “Reconciliation is not pursued by
seeking innovative ways to disengage or minimize the conflicting groups’ affiliations, but
instead is built on mechanisms that engage the sides of a conflict with each other as
humans-in-relationship” (:26). Engagement assumes encounter, not only knowing but
acknowledging others’ stories, telling and listening, and validating stories of the past (:26).
Similarly, reconciliation is based on the envisioning of a shared future (:27).

Reconciliation, in essence, represents a place, the point of encounter where

concerns about both the past and the future can meet. Reconciliation-as-

encounter suggests that space for the acknowledgement of the past and
envisioning of the future is the necessary ingredient for reframing the present.

For this to happen, people must find ways to encounter themselves and their

enemies, their hopes and their fears. (:27)

The “goal of peacebuilding is to create and sustain transformation and the
movement toward restructured relatonships” (Lederach 1997:71).2 Basically,
reconciliaton endeavours must move their focus from issues to systems (:55). What this
means is that the issue which has caused oz is causing enmity ought to become secondary,
while relationships ought to move into the foreground. Relationships are, in turn, the
basis for the establishment of effective systems of change and sustainable reconciliation
(:56). Peacebuilding is to be seen as a process (:66), made up of multiple functions, roles,
and actvides (:70). The process of mediation (:67), which involves intermediary roles and
functons (see Lederach’s list, 1997:68-69) are crucial aspects of the ultimate goal of
reconciliation. Indeed, Lederach maintains, “a sustainable transformative approach
suggests that the key lies in the relationship of the involved partes, with all that term
encompasses at the psychological, spinitual, social, economic, political, and military levels”
¢75).

At base, reconciliadon is a “redefinition and restoration of relationships”
(Lederach 1997:84), which requires a “visionary and context-responsive approach” (:85).
In order to provide an environment for sustained reconciliation and peacability to thrive,
an “infrastructure for peacebuilding” needs to be built. “Such an infrastructure is made

7 According to Assefa (1996:45), conflict resolution and peacemaking “involves a restructuring of
relationships”. Reconciliation “has greater dimensions and more profound implications” than a mere
tesolution of a quarrel (1996:47). It means to “walk together” again despite past hurt and hosulity.

2 [t is impostant here to caution against a relational understanding of reconciliation which excludes or
diminishes the need for structural transformation. While *“the Christian understanding of reconciliation”
focuses mainly on “interpersonal relationships”, the “real structural implicatons™ of reconciliation as
elaborated in the Biblical witness are not to be ignored (Kistner 2000:64). Kistner insists that reconciliadon
according to Biblical Christian understanding pertains to the whole world, and “has strong structural
implications, not merely interpersonal” (2000:65).
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up of a web of people, their relationships and activities, and the social mechanisms
necessary to sustain the change sought. This takes place at all levels of the society” (:84).

The structure of reconciliation is based on various levels of leadership — top,
middle-range and grassroots (:38-39) — interactung and working together. Although top-
level approaches to peacebuilding may help (:44), Lederach is of the opinion that middle-
range leadership is much more influential and effective, e.g. through its involvement in
and implementation of problem-solving wotkshops (:46), conflict resolution training (:47),
and peace commissions (:49). What Lederach calls grassroots approaches (:51), or
bottom-up approaches, are also invaluable in the reconciliation process. He elaborates
such bottom-up approaches practised in Somalia which based themselves on traditional
social mechanisms, e.g. the reliance on elders, lengthy oral deliberations, creating a forum
or assembly of elders, careful negotiations over access to resources and payments for
deaths to re-establish a balance between clans, etc. (:52-53). In the case of Mozambique, a
national seminar was instituted at local levels. Moreover, a “Circus of Peace” accessible to
all social groups was organised, as were workshops for soctal reconciliation and
interaction (:54). Such examples show important ways “to provide an opportunity for
grasstroots leaders and others to work at the community or village level”, claims Lederach.
Notably, programs that can facilitate reconciliation “frequently work through existing
networks, such as churches or health associatons” (:55).

Like many of the scholars mentioned above, Lederach emphasises the importance
of remembering the past, and telling stories, as well as entering in to the stories of others.
Reconciliation cannot happen if the affected community does not find “innovatdve ways
to create a time and a place, within vatious levels of the affected populadon, to address,
integrate, and embrace the painful past and the necessary shared future as a means of
dealing with the present” (:35). This is one of the paradoxes which are embraced in
reconciliation — the paradox of the painful past interacting with a future of
interdependence and mutual concemn (:31). Reconciliaton holds within it the hope and
anticipation for a future of amicability, mutual respect, and interdependence, despite a
past of pain.®® Lederach atgues that reconciliation processes need to include an exercise
of “imaging the furure”. An image, a vision of a shared future is necessary for an effectve
peacebuilding process and ime-frame (:77). “Often, long-term, future-oriented time
frames are necessary, since it might take more than a generation of people to work
through more than one generation’s time worth of enmity.” Transformation over time
“implies deliberate intervention to effect change”. It is “operative across four
interdependent dimensions,” i.e. personal, relational, structural and cultural (:82-83).

Any situation of conflict or social animosity requires, for its resolution, “adequate
resources, explicit preparaton, and commitment over time” (Lederach 1997:87). The
resources may be subdivided into socioeconomic and sociocultural resources.
Socioeconomic resources aim at “helping people, organisations, and institutions to
comprehend, acquire an appreciation for, and create categores of thinking and action
related to peacebuilding” (:88). Goverament, inter- and non- governmental organisatons
and agencies, and other insututions (which assist, for example, with staff, funding or
programmes), generate “a widespread sense of shared responsibility for the larger,
systemic dimension of contemporary conflict” (:89). In addition to the socioeconomic
resources, however, Lederach highlights the resources surrounding culture (Lederach
1997:93). Indeed, he asserts, “The greatest resource for sustaining peace in the long term
is always rooted in the local people and their culture” (:94). The importance of human

» “Reconciliation is understood as 2 process of relationship building. Thus, reconciliation is not limited to
the period of postsettlement restoration. Rather, reconciliation is seen as providing a focus and a locus
appropriate to every stage of peacebuilding and instrumenial in reframing the confict and the energies
driving the conflict.” (Lederach 1997:151)

25



and cultural resources cannot be overestimated.” Lederach mentions for example the
role of women in indigenous societies, cian conferences, elders, poets, traditional arts,
music, drama, and children (:95).>' Indigenous rituals of healing, cleansing and conflict-
resolution certainly also fall under the rubric of soctocultural resources available to
socleties secking social reconciliation. It is argued later in this dissertation that certain
indigenous (South) African rituals could indeed be viewed as helpful vehicles in the
reconciliation process. Using such rituals, for example, is a positive way of engaging
“indigenous cultural modalities for achieving reconciliation” (:106).

Another scholar who has significant insights about reconciliation is Mark Hay, a
South African Catholic theologian. In his book, Uksbxyisana: Reconciliation in South Africa
(1998), he gives some helpful hints and guidelines as to what reconciliation might entail
The ttle word w&kubayisana is a Zulu term meaning “to come back to each other”, “to
return to each other”, “to be reconciled” (Hay 1998:13). Hay points out from the onset
that reconciliation is more than a political process. “It is one thing to change political
structures, but it is another to change people’s hearts” (:13). To Hay, reconciliation is 2
process that has as its aim the healing of people.

Reconciliation is necessary when there has been a breach: an alienation, violence,

disruption or disordenng of the human relationship to God (the Transcendent),

other, creaton and, ultimately, oneself. Reconciliation is about transforming
dehumanising situations and their personal and social consequences. Social
reconciliation transpires when a community recovers its dignity and honour. The
completion of reconciliation, or moment of reconciliation, is the recovery of
dignity and humanity of the victim. It is when the individual recognises and
accepts his/her intrinsic worth, and is able to exercise his/her human rights. For

Christians, theologically, the fullness of reconciliation will be in the Kingdom or

Reign of God, achieved through Jesus Chnst. (1998:15)

Reconciliation compases both personal reconciliaton, i.e. restoraton of an
individual’s humanity, and social reconciliation, i.e. restoring social relationships. Both are
intricately intertwined, so that the one cannot really occur without the other (Hay
1998:15).”> Besides distinguishing between (but not separating) personal and social
reconciliation, Hay also disunguishes between religiously and politcally understood
reconciliation. “Both national and sacramental reconciliation look to similar goals,
although social reconciliation may not be seen as a religious act, or presume a belief in
God. ... Although they differ in their assumptions and methods, they are not mutually
exclusive.” (:16)

For reconciliation to occur, “victims need to be acknowledged”. There is also a
need for reparation and “repairing the past” through exercising economic and political
justice. Reconciliation involves gaining respect and recognition of cultural and religious
traditions, and the histories of different peoples. “The building of 2 moral order will be
tequired for a stable future,” insists Hay. Perpetrators will have to “admit guilt and make
amends, express remorse and manifest collective contrition”, and in so doing take
responsibility for past actions. As already suggested by others above, Hay includes in the
reconciliation endeavout the healing of memories, remembering the dead, dealing with

30 By means of example, in a case study of the Rwandan genocide, Lederach quotes a peace-worker as
asserting, “Cultare is the only thing big cnough to help” (Lederach 1997:173).

31 Notwithstanding their potentia) helpfulness, wraditional and cultural influences are not always ot
necessarily beneficial to the reconciliation process. Accepting all cultural resources without cotical
examination would be naive. For this reason, it might be important to carry out an in-depth “cultural
resource analysis” which enables “the capacity to identify cultural resources (and impediments) that
contribute to (or obstruct) peacebuilding, providing building blocks for designing appropriate responses and
mechanisms within a given setting”. (Lederach 1997:121)

32 Kistner (2000:65) concurs that reconciliation is not an individualistic event only, and that the communal
and individual dimensions belong together.
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questions of forgiveness, developing new democratic attitudes, fostering a human rights
culture and paying special attention to the voices and needs of women and children (:62).

Moreover,

Reconciliation will not simply happen; there are steps and rituals that are necessary

to foster reconciliation. ... Redressive acton is taken, often including the use of

dialogue, intermediaries, and rituals. (:113)
Hay advocates the need for “some celebration or ritual to bring to an end the breach of
relations and indicate that reconciliation has happened” (:113).” Although it usually rests
on individual encounters, the reconciliation process “is essentially communitatian in
nature”. When hostility prevails, and reconciliation is not sought or achieved, “the very
life and future of the community, its dignity and honou, its integrity and good
functoning, its relationships and good order ... is placed in jeopardy” (:113). This
suggests reconciliation is vital for the well-being of a society. Hay would probably concur
that the quest for reconciliation is not optional, but necessary if South African society
wants to thrive and prosper.

As a Christian, Hay includes the religious and theological aspect in his view of
reconciliaion. His approach may, for want of a better term, be deemed a “spiritual” as
opposed to a purely pragmatic one. He observes, “Complete reconciliation can happen
only by the power of God. The loss of dignity and the crushed human spint can only be
tmade whole by the power of God” (:119-120). Indeed, “a simply human approach to
reconciliation is not adequate” (:121), but needs to be reinforced and deepened by
theological and religious notions.

Effectively, Hay proposes a definition of reconciliaton that includes all the
human, political, economic, social and legal dimensions, but does not deny the spiritual,
religious and intangible aspects. Indeed, he argues that the “Chnistian message of
reconciliation presents challenges which include the human pursuit of reconciliation but
the human pursuit is often utilitarian and justice-oriented and the Christian message
challenges us to move beyond it.” Therefore, Hay illustrates and vouches for what he
calls “a spirituahity of reconciliation” (:152). Frank Chikane, too, emphasises “the religious
dimension of the struggle for truth, reconciliation and healing”, and contends that

A solely legal view of this subject which ignored any religious dimensions would

so impoverish the exercise that the goal of reconciling and healing this nation

would become unachievable. (1995:98)

Wolfram Kistner (2000:63) similarly distinguishes “between a religious and a
secular approach to reconciliaion”, the religious being “a far more comprehensive one”.
Yet he maintains that “at the same time there is a very close interrelationship” between
the two approaches. Political reconciliation tends to rely on negotiations and diplomacy,
which Kistner doubts is enough for sustained and profound reconciliation to occur
between people. Political negotiations ultimately do not deal adequately with the past, and
are therefore insufficient. Kistner does not deny that the political and economic
dimension of reconciliation, i.e. reconciliation in the juridical sense (which may involve
punishment or certain forms of compensation for an evil deed), is important. “All these
are valid aspects of reconciliation, but they are not reconciliation in the religious sense”
(2000:64).

3 The importance of rituals in conflict resolution is also highlighted by Volkan (1972:88), who emphasises
situals of moumning (:89). He insists that “an inability to mourn becomes a political determinant™ (:90) and
can hamper conflict resolution and reconciliation processes.

3 Mfutso-Bengo (2001:16) similarly asserts that the origins of reconciliation ase “spiritual and theological”.
3 Moreover, Chikane (1995:101) reflects upon the reconciliation process already begun in South Africa, “It
seemed to me that the concept of reconciliation was being equated with negotiations, political settlements
and so on. This, I believe, robs the word ‘reconciliation’ of its deeper meaning, one which includes the
concept of healing.” See also Mertus (2000:142-161) who uncovers some limitations of justice through
judicial means, -
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Hay, Chikane and Kistner all seem to propose a very holistic and integrated
understanding of reconciliaion — one which includes the whole person, and all the
different aspects of human life. Arguably, such a type of reconciliation is a greater
challenge to achieve, because it is holistic and focuses on the less tangible aspects of
people’s personhood and humanity. It is moreover almost impossible to measure and
gauge. There is no clearly identfiable “linear development” in the process of such all-
embracing reconciliation, but it is rather to be likened to a “journey and discovery” (Hay
1998:129) which can be haphazard and ambiguous.

The final scholar I want to menton before I draw my own conclusions about the
definition of reconciliation to be used in this thesis is Robert Schreiter. Along the lines of
Hay, Schreiter argues that a distinction is to be made between social and spiritual
reconciliation (1998:4). Social reconciliation seeks to provide “structures and processes
whereby a fractured society can be reconstructed as truthful and just”; it involves theories
and practices which seek to make “civil society possible” (:4). Spiritual reconciliation
complements and augments social reconciliation. It is needed to “rebuild shattered lives”,
and implies the healing of persons. This aspect of reconciliation is a spiritual practice,
according to Schreiter.” For this reason he speaks of the necessity in broken societies to
nurture a spirituality of reconciliation (see Hay above). Such a spirituality involves
“coming to terms with a violent history” and “building the beginnings of a new humanity
and a new community” (:6). It represents a potential “key to a new way of living, and
how that way of living might be shared with and transmitted to others” (:5).

Essentally, Schreiter is of the opinion that reconciliation cannot only include the
external aspects of human life, e.g. political freedom, economic justice and legal
restitution. It aims at the all-encompassing restoraton of humanity (:15), the “new
creation” (see 2 Corinthians 5:17) of both the victims and the wrongdoers (:17). For
Schreiter, therefore, reconciliation is a holistic endeavour, and it addresses persons in their
entirety. Itis both transformation towards justice and peace, and a process of healing and
integration. It involves the past, the present and the future. It deals with political
structures and economic policies, 2s well as with the memories, emotions, spiritualities
and identities of people.

1.1.3 A definition of reconciliation
Drawing from the above-mentioned scholars’ thoughts and experiences, I would like to
determine the definition of social reconciliation which will be used in this dissertauon. 1
strongly agree with most theonsts that reconciliadon in South Africa must involve, and
may not bypass or ignore, legal, economic and political justice, and an attempt to equalise _
latlonsh.lps in t.hesc terms. This is, as it were, the stmctural basxs for reconciliation, and
However, since this thesis is not a study in political, economic or social scxencg i—;vould
like to leave the intricacies of those aspects of social reconciliation to my colleagues in the
said fields of rescarch and involvement. As a theologian and scholar of religion, I see my
task as assisting in the uncovering of one specific aspect of social reconciliation, which,
for want of a better term, could be called the “spiritual”, transcendent or religious
dimension. There is, I believe, a dimension to reconciliation which both underpins and
sustains, but also supersedes and enhances the structural, political reconciliation
wg_qned abave. Itis that dimension which asserts that human existence and interaction
is made up of more than only economics, ]u.nspmdence and politics, and all the tangible
effects of these categories. The religious view makes room for the emotional,
psychological, spiritual — indeed the numinous and supernatural — needs and tendencies of

% Kistner (2000:66) combines the social and the spiritual to form what he calls a “comprehensive
understanding of reconciliation”. Such comprehensive reconciliation includes empowerment “to take up
the struggle against structures of irreconcilability” — be they social or spititual.
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humans.” It makes provision for the fact that what makes human beings survive and
thrive is not just their economic stability and their political security. What is just as
important — though on an entirely different level — is a human being’s sense of well-being
in an emotional and spiritual sense, her sense of belonging to a community and
participating in it in a meaningful way, his need for relational existence with and among
others. How she views herself and her community, how much value he ascribes to
himself and others, what kind of personhood she defines herself and her group as having,
what his past experiences have to do with his present self-definition, are all important in
this regard.

At base, I see politics as striving to create justice, economics as striving to set up
equitable systems and resources, and social studies to establish feasible ways for people to
live and work together. Religion and spirituality strive to help people know who they are,
where they and their stories belong, and how they belong to each other. Religion and
spirituality help to give meaning to lives, to situations and experiences. Therefore, a
religious understanding of reconciliation must try, at base, to ascribe meaning to a
situation, and create identity and self-knowledge within and out of that situation. In the
case of South Africa, a religious or spiritual approach to reconciliation must seek to help
South Africans understand and accord meaning to the past, as well as direct them towards
a new and improved self-understanding and identity, fit for a future of togetherness and
harmony. It has to focus on the establishment of relationships that are not merely
utilitarian and conditional in character, but are the kind where people feel and know
themselves to belong to one another, to be dependent upon one another, to be
responsible for and to one another. Such reconciliation seeks to create a network of I-
Thou relationships (to use Buber’s terminology), i.e. true communtty.

In view of this, I argue that reconciliation is about dealing with the past, and \,
finding a way forward out of its potentially debilitating clutches, into a future of
interdependence, mutual friendship and respect. Of course, this future vision must
include peace, justice and equality for all. Reconciliation is about determining together
who we were, who we are, and who we want to be. It is about being healed from the pain
of the past, and about regaining our humanity. Although economic recompense and
restitution might help, it can never entirely restore somebody’s crushed sense of self, heal
her emotional hurt, refashion his humanity and personhood, and re-establish her trust in
the goodness and intrinsic worth of humanity. Something deeper and more profound is
needed. Similarly, for the many crippled identities to begin to reach out to each other in
true understanding, participation and togetherness, more will be needed than, say, a
programme for the redistribution of wealth, or the upgrading of the legal system. People
will have to start seeing each other as pegple — with pasts, with pain, with fears, hopes,
anger and resentment, as well as with the capacity to forgive and love. Seeing one another
as such, and then taking the steps towards really understanding and acknowledging and |
honouring one another will require more than politics and economics, although the latter
may certainly encourage those steps.

My proposal is that reconciliation is the genuine, deliberate, personal (though not
individualistic) effort of people trying to hear the others’ stories, to listen to their feelings,
enter in to their experiences, and embrace them as such — complex, ambivalent, yet
thoroughly acceptable and worthy. Reconciliation, therefore, is the building of
relationships, relationships in which people may show their vulnerabilities without fearing
that these will be used against them, relationships that are based on unconditional
acceptance, trust and faithfulness. I am aware that this understanding of reconciliation is
immensely challenging. It is, as opposed to a minimalist definition, maximalist —
comprehensive, all-envisioning, and perhaps utopian. No doubt, such reconciliation may

37 Miiller-Fahrenholz (1996:ix) advocates such a view of reconciliation by insisting, “The quest for what is
truly human transcends the human race.”
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always remain an ideal, an unattainable goal. Yet, theologically speaking, it is to be
understood as an eschatological reality, something which is to be sought after with
urgency and fervency, in hope and anticipation, but — most importantly — in a spirit of
faith. Such reconciliation hinges on faith in God, that God is the author and perfector of
our reconciliation, and faith in humankind, that we are created to be one, and have within
us the intrinsic tendency and need to be reconciled to one another.

In conclusion, then, I define reconciliation in the following terms, referring to the
scholars mentioned throughout the previous section: Reconciliation among alienated
people involves remembering the past of pain and hurt (James and van de Vijver, Villa-
Vicencio, Bundy, Adam and Adam, Burton). It involves the truthful telling of stories, as
well as honest listening (Van Zyl Slabbert, Villa-Vicencio, de Gruchy, Lederach).
Through the process of narrative interaction, identity and relationships are forged.
Victims and perpetrators, harmed and guilty parties are all given the opportunity to
reshape their image of themselves and the other(s), thereby establishing a new identity
(Ndebele, Mamdani, Bediako, Burton, Hay). Enemies are enabled to encounter one
another with the possibility of re-building their shattered relationships (Lederach,
Washmgton and Kehrein, Hay). Reconciliation therefore has a past, present and future
dimension (Ndebele, Lederach, Miiller-Fahrenholz). Similarly, reconciliation has both a
personal and a social dimension, both of which go hand-in-hand. Although individual
people are the actors in a reconciliation process, it is not individualistic, but communal or
community-centred in nature. It frequently is manifested in ritual and celebration (Hay,
Schreiter). (Finally, and most significantly, reconciliation is holistic; It encompasses the
entire human being in society. Spiritual, religious, psychological, emotional and physical
dimensions of human existence factor into the reconciliation process (Hay, Schreiter,
Washington and Kehrein, Chikane, Kistner).

I would like to emphasise that the definitions of reconciliation which are
grounded on theories of justice, human rights, democracy and economics are not
excluded or denied here. They are, however, not the focal point of this definition which,
essentially, seeks to provide a religious or spiritual (as opposed to a material, pragmatic or
utilitarian) thrust to the reconciliation debate. Although it may seem vague and
unscientific, my definition of social reconciliation is, essentially, that people are enabled
and encouraged to become more fully human, to be who they are supposed to be as
people in community.

1.2 Why the need for reconciliation?

South Africa is a nation traumatised by a past of racial segregation, economic exploitation,
political oppression and violence. In order to start to deal with and overcome this past,
South Africans must find a way of resolving their disputes of the past, of reconciling as
one nation, and uniting as one people for the challenges of the future. At base, this is why
I am interested in the subject of social reconciliation in South Africa. I think it is of
utmost importance for the well-being of the South African people, and for the task of
paving the way for a future of justice and peace.

South Africa’s Interim Constitution, effective from 1993 to 1999 and entitled “On
National Unity and Reconciliation”, stated in its final clause, “The pursuit of national
unity, the well-being of all South African citizens and peace require reconciliation between
the people of South Africa and the reconstruction of society” (Cochrane, de Gruchy and
Martin 1999:1). Although the dramatic changes of the early 1990s have passed, the need
for transformation towards a new and reconciled society still exists. Sustained efforts at
reconciliation continue to be necessary for positive nation-building, identity-formation,
and overall societal healing and wholeness after the damage wreaked by apartheid.
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The Zulu word wkubuyisana means “to come back to each other”, “to return to
each other”, “to be reconciled” (Hay 1998:13). “Reconciliation is about transforming
dehumanising situations and their personal and social consequences” (Hay 1998:15). Itis
a force that helps a community recover its dignity and honour, and human beings recover
their humanity. Without reconciliation South Africa will remain impaired by its unhealed
memories and disfigured by the effects of its anger, fear, guilt and shame of the past.
According to Mfutso-Bengo (2001:16), the positive effects of reconciliation are felt “in all
five cornerstones” of human life, viz. “religion, culture (race and gender), economics and
ecology, politics”. In other words, reconciliation is needed for all these “cornerstone”
aspects of human life to thrive/ South African society’s religiosity and spirituality, culture
and identity, economics and politics are all affected negatively by a state of non-reconciled
existence. Just as persistent hostility and suspicion are detrimental to a society,
reconciliation is a boon to society, and ought therefore to be sought with diligence and

hope.

1.2.1 The TRC as a response to the problem of reconciliation

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission® was probably the most profound and overt
sign that South Africans both need and desire social reconciliation. It was an example of
the attempt to heal a nation’s past, deal with its memories, and move on into a
reconstructed future. I argue below that the TRC was partially successful in beginning the
reconciliation process by commencing the task of constructing a collective memory — and
therefore a new identity — in and for South Africa.

Not only is the history of South Africa a complex one, but it is also profoundly
traumatic. The trauma of the past, the morbidity of many of the actual events of the past,
has produced a wide variety of memories. Different groups in South Africa have different
memories concerning events — the same events — and throughout time, these memories
have evolved within these diverse groups in varying ways. Different groups of South
Africans have developed different stories about the same history. Part of the agenda of
the TRC was to bring these different, and often divergent and contradictory, stories into
the light, to illuminate the various strands of how history has been experienced and
interpreted by different people. Special preference was given to those whose personal
stories were imbibed with particular trauma, and who had never been able to tell their
stories, verbalise their memories, their understanding and perception of what happened in
the past. In creating a space for the “unheard” to voice their stories, the TRC managed, if
nothing more, to open the door to the possibility of a new reconstruction of the past, a
new collective memory.”

As I have argued in section 1.1.2, narrative, i.e. telling our stories and listening to
those of others, is very important in the shaping of a collective consciousness. A society’s
self-knowledge depends on the stories it allows to dominate. The difficulty with society-
shaping stories is that there are two aspects to be considered, viz. “experiences, events,
evidences, and facts, and the stories that give these coherence, shape, and meaning. The
question may be asked: what comes first, the stories by which we interpret and understand
reality or the experiences that make up the reality?” (Balcomb 2000:53). Whatever the
case, Balcomb insists that for South Africa today, the “first injunction” for establishing a
collective story is to “listen” (2000:54). The “second injunction” is to “identify” — “It is
not enough simply to listen to the stories of others. It is necessary to identify with them”
(:55). This process “of entering into other stories may mean that my story is challenged

38 The TRC consisted of a Committee on Amnesty (with three judges and two advocates), a Committee on
Human Rights Violations, and a Reparation and Rehabilitation Committee (Meiring 1999:14-15; Kistner
1999:44).

¥ For an analysis of the concept of collective memory, and how the TRC process contributed to such a
collective memory in South Afnica, see my Master’s thesis (Nolte 2000). Also, for further discussions about
collective memory, see Halbwachs (1992 [1941]) and Soyinka (2000).
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or even shattered” (:56), which in effect constitutes an “epistemological crisis” (using a
term coined by Alasdair Maclntyre) (:57).° But the “resolution of such epistemological
cases is the construction of a new narrative” (:58) — which is indeed a good scenario for a
society like South Africa, where it has become clear that the stoties that have dominated
in the past are faulty and madequate Therefore, according to Balcomb, the “third and
final injunction” is to “recognise ... which stories mean much to which communities and
why. And which stories mean nothing to which communities and why” (:59). And then
indeed the community needs “to recognise which stories are looking old and haggard and
are ready to die” (:60). In our quest for truth and reconciliation, a governing factor will
have to be the “discovery of new stories” that can address the needs of the present and
the future (:61). I argue that the TRC started this process of discovering a new South
African story. It enabled this beginning by encouraging people to tell their stories, and to
listen to others’ stories and identify with them.

In her book, Country of My Skull (1998), Antjie Krog shows that people who
engaged the TRC, and were willing to listen to “the other” collective memoties emerging
from it, were deeply challenged and ultimately changed. Krog claims that because of the
narratives of those testifying in the hearings, “people can no longer indulge in their
separate dynasties of denial” (1998:89). The individual groups’ collective memories can no
longer claim to stand on their own, they need to start acknowledging that there are other,
different, strands in the South African story, of which their own may be small,
problematic, or controversial.

In other words, through the TRC, people were invited to enter into dialogue about
themselves and their past. Such dialogue may have been “the conversation of those who
have begrudgingly come to realize that conversation is the only way out, because those
who do not talk, fight” (Balcomb 1994:48), but it was nonetheless dialogue and
interaction between groups of people who seldom if ever encountered one another on a
footing of mutual respect and equality. An inevitable consequence of dialogue is that the
stories of “the other” “stretch” us (McAfee Brown 1975:167). When in conversaton, Le.
when interacting with another story, our normative story can be challenged. Other stories
“both threaten and refine (even purge)” our normative stories. Effectively, through
dialogue there can be and often is a construction of a new story. Therefore, exchanging
stonies can bring about either the validation, the destruction or alteration of one’s own
story (McAfee Brown 1975:168). Alternatively, “Heanng another story can fotce us to
tell our own story in a different way” (McAfee Brown 1975:172).

Through being exposed to, and allowing herself to be challenged by, the collective
memorties of groups other than her own, Krog was able to start critiquing her own story;
her own story was “stretched”, to use McAfee Brown’s terin. Her encounter with other
narratives helped her redefine and re-image her own story, and representatively, the story
of Afrikaners and other whites who have chosen that path of vulnerability and self-
examination (1998:131). This story inevitably involved (and still involves) the
recognition of guilt, the need for remorse and repentance, and some form of reparation.*
Krog’s reflections illustrate that the only way forward for the purpose of real and lasting

4 See also McAfee Brown (1975:167ff).

41 “Yhen the Truth Commission started last year, I realized instinctively: if you cut yourself off from the
process, you will wake up in a foreign country — a country that you don't know and that you will never
understand.”

42 For whites self-examination involves a commg to terms with having been oppressors — perpetrators
and/or benefactors — for decades. For blacks, self-examination involves a coming to terms with their
having been victims for those same decades (see for example Biko 1978:29). In connection with this, see
Mfutso-Bengo’s (2001:92) comparison of the master complex (which involves a “superiority complex,
greed, self-centred egoism, isolationism, paternalism™) versus the slave complex (which involves aspects
such as an “inferiority syndrome, coping syndrome, dependency syndrome, fatalism, shyness and naive (sic),
passivity, anarchy™).
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reconciliation among the groups of South Africa is for sincere conversation to start

between the different groups and their narratives (see also Villa-Vicencio 1992:15), a

process that was started with the TRC.

Bishop Tutu’s appraisal of the TRC, No Fuure Without Forgiveness (1999), illustrates
many instances of how in telling their stories, {(mainly black) South Africans were given
the oppormnity to claim and own their past, to start understanding their situation — often
a situation involving a lot of trauma — and to discover their identity as a traumatised,
suffering people who have overcome much evil. The TRC displayed many examples of
“how the act of telling one’s story has a cathartic, healing effect” (Tutu 1999:226). For
many, the TRC made it possible to tell their stories in a safe environment, and provided a
space for them to come to terms with some of their own pain which was often
suppressed. The TRC was “a place where people could come to cry, to open their hearts,
to expose the anguish that had remained locked up for so long, unacknowledged, ignored
- and denied” (Tutu 1999:114).° Paul Verryn (1998:114) concurs with Tutu when he
claims, “One of the most remarkable gifts that the TRC has given this nation has been the
fact that so many people, who otherwise would not have been heard, have been given the
opportunity to tell us their story. The profound healing that occurs as people tell their
stories can never be over-esumated.” In view of these pronouncements, it may indeed be
appropriate to ascribe to the TRC a “healing of memories™ — or the beginning thereof —
for many of the victims. Indeed, one victim of apartheid who was heard at the TRC
declared, “To be able to get everything off your chest brings healing ... I hope that
everybody will experience this healing” (recorded in Meiring 1999:27). Piet Meinng
(1999:25) relates the story of a woman whose son was tortured and killed violenty by

lice:

P It was difficult for the old mother to relate how the police eventually gave her an
address where she could find her son. When she arrived there, it was the
mortuary.”® With her own hands she had to prepare her son’s body — with the
bullet wounds, a gaping wound on the back of his head, the burn marks where he
was tortured — for the funeral. One could have heard a pin drop in the hall. ...
“Madam, please tell me,” I asked, “you have come such a long way, over so many
years, with your story. Yesterday you had to travel such a long distance to come
here. All of us saw how difficult it was for you to tell the story of your son in front
of all the people. Please tell me: Was it worth it?”

The tear marks were stll on her cheeks. But when she raised her head and smiled,

it was like the dawn breaking: “Oh yes, Sit, absolutely! It was difficult to talk about

all these things. But tonight, for the first time in sixteen years, I think I will be able
to sleep through the night. Maybe tonight I will sleep soundly without having
nightmares!”

The last example I want to mention is that of an old man — a politcal prisoner on Robben

Island for twelve years — who was very embittered, and vowed never to forgive his

perpetrators. After the TRC hearing at which he related his story “he was a totally

different person. His bitterness was gone.” He said to his priest, “If I have to die now

4 Verryn (1998:113) points out that “the double insult lies in the fact that they (the victims of oppression)
have been offended in the essence of their humanity through what has happened, and this has been
exacerbated by the fact that their sorrow has never had a voice.”

# Father Michael Lapsley, himself a “vicim” of apartheid (he was maimed by a mail bomb sent to him by
the former National Party government), has started an “Institute for healing of memories” in Cape Town,
which has as its main goal the reconciliation of peoples through joint honest dialogue with the past (see
www.healingofmemeories.co.za), See also Kritzinger (1998:152), as s/he refets to the “reconciliation and
restitution workshops™ of the “Anglican project, inspired by Fr. Michael Lapsley.”

# Not surprisingly, for many the TRC implied 2 painful journey - a “via dolorosa” (Meiring 1999:48).
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and arrive in Heaven, I will be able to forgive the perpetrators who did me wrong. I have
found peace. I am teconciled” (recorded in Meiring 1999:99).%

The memories present in South Africa today are manifold, at odds with each
other, and more or less traumatic in nature. [ argue that the TRC at least in part initiated
some ways to overcome the inevitable dilemma that this causes for the population of
South Africa. The first, advocated by both Krog and Tutu, comprises active, sincere, and
honest dialogue, and mutual listening among the groups whose coliective memores differ
and clash. In this dialogue, new stories may emerge that will portray more accurately and
adequately the complexity of the South African past. As a society in deep transition and
flux, South Africa cannot avoid this dialogue. “When society becomes too different from
what it had been in the past and from the conditions in which these traditions had arisen,
1t will no longer find within itself the elements necessary to reconstruct, consolidate and
repair these traditions™ (Halbwachs 1992:160). In fact, South African society would not
wan! to consolidate those ugly aspects of its tradition, and be proud of them, and build
upon them’. “Society will then be obligated to adopt new values, that is, to rely on other
traditions that are more closely in tune with present-day needs and tendencies” (:160).
“Society consults other collective memories” (:156). Indeed, the second possibility on
how to overcome the present dilemma in South African society is to draw upon other
traditions and stories, other narratves, that are “more closely in tune with present day
needs and tendencies”. It will be “within the framework of [the] old notions and under
the pretext of traditional ideas, that a new order of values would become elaborated”
(Halbwachs 1992:160)*. Itis the task of this dissertation to propose some such other
traditions and stories upon which reconciliation and a new identity can be built. New
paradigmatic frameworks need to be developed — or forgotten ones reinstalled — for
South Africans struggling to free themselves from the bonds of the past, and yearning for
a reconstructed future,

It has been proposed above that the need of contemporary South African society
is to become reconciled, and start the necessary work of politcal, social and economic
reconstruction. Inter-group dialogue, dialogue with an “other” narratve is the key to the
fulfilment of this need. Sometimes, Halbwachs argues, “new ideas,” new modes of
operating and being in the wotld, “become formulated only in opposition to old ideas”
(1992:85), and perhaps much of the old memories and narragves will have to be
overcome ot replaced by a new common collective memory. As a “new” society South
Africa needs to not only consider and grapple with its past collective memories, but it also
has to establish a new collective memoty, which can be commonly owned. It will have to
account for and celebrate the diversity of its people, restrict or marginalise no-one, and
provide an identity for all. It also needs to be a “new” collective memory that equips the
South African community for the struggles that lie in the future, instead of hampening its
development. The new narrative of and for South Africans has to positively address theix
grievances and needs, not increase them.

The TRC paved the way for us South Africans to begin to “face the full
implications of our move towards interaction, away from the past of artificial separation”
(Ndebele 2000:146). It enabled “the recognition of an emergent balance, which hinges on
a common awareness that the survival of South Africa is a common responsibility” (:147).
De Gruchy is of the opinion that the TRC was a positive step in the direction of building
a common moral culture in South Africa (2000:167-171). The rationale behind the TRC,

# Kistner (2000:67) argues that the TRC indeed tried to promote a better understanding between
perpetrators and victims, and facilitate forgiveness where possible.

47 Halbwachs (1992:160} asserts, “Society feels hampered and restricted in institutions and ideas tailored to
what its needs in the past were.” It is obvious that the institutions and ideas that were forcefully dominant
in South Africa before the nineties (would) hamper and restrict the sociery.

4 “In this way the new structure was elaborated in the shadow of the old.” (Halbwachs 1992:125)
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he insists, was not primarily to reveal “the truth” about what happened during apartheid,
but to provide a basis for a just moral order.”

The TRC offered an approach to reconstructing the past and creating a collective
memory which sought to restore humanity to all groups and which sought to beckon
forth a new and healed nation (Tutu 1999:34-35). Indeed one could argue that the TRC
was about reconstructing the past in such a way that it may help the present South African
society in its concerns and grievances. Many of those who participated in or have
analysed the TRC have been challenged by the proceedings and the hearings, so that
within them has occutred a slight, if not a major, shift in their understanding of
themselves, their group, and the nadon at large. The measures of the TRC have had the
effect of preparting the reconstruction or interpretive reconfiguration of the past for many
who have chosen to engage with it. According to Tutu, as the TRC attempts to rewrite
history, it “offers a road map to those who wish to travel into our past™ (quoted in
Bonner and Nieftagodien n.d.:3). Similarly it represents a “symbolic way to close the
past” (Hay 1998:135). The TRC’s

version of the truth and the past will probably become more influential in shaping

public perceptions of our history.* It is for this reason, perhaps more than any

other, that a critical evaluaton of the TRC’s contribution to writing the country’s

history is absolutely essential. (Bonner and Nieftagodien n.d.:24)

In summary, the TRC’s contribution was great in paving the way for the
reconciliatdon process to begin. It “put on the public agenda issues like guilt, forgiveness,
repentance and restitution,” claims Kistner (2000:67), thereby opening up possibilities for
the different communities of South Africa to begin to acknowledge each other as
somehow belonging together, and sharing a history. Indeed, the TRC represented a
mode] of reconciliation that imparted a number of valuable results. For this, it ought to
be congratulated.

1.2.2 Critiquing the TRC: identifying its limits
However, despite its strengths, there are a number of criticisms waged against the TRC
which ought to be heard and taken seriously. In what follows I will outline in brief some
of these shortcomings and inadequacies, as perceived by various scholars.

A major criticism is that the TRC did not account for the religious diversity of the
South African community. Many Muslims, for example, did not identify with the TRC
process and rationale, because it was conducted under subtle and sometimes even overt
Christian rhetonc, and because the chairperson was openly Christan (Ntsimane 2000:25-
26).” The TRC’s “Christian” modus operandi actually was “Western” in form and style
(Meiring 1999:18-19).* “Christian” ways frequently implies “Western” ways, and are
therefore considered by some — especially traditionalists — to be inadequate and even
detrimental.® Radikobo Ntsimane (2000:21) says that “the TRC does not seem to have

4 The TRC succeeded in unveiling the gross picture of an unjust system (Kistner 1999:50). Indeed,
“disclosing what has happened is its main contribution” (Kistner 2000:67).

3 Harns (n.d.:2) suggests that the TRC authorised the articulation of a “metanarrauve” of authority for
South Africa.

51 Furthermore, Nongogo (1998:55) laments that the TRC was “opportunistically occupied by members of
the missionary churches”, and not by any African Initiated Church members.

52 Pakendotf (n.d.:2) asserts that the TRC was “founded on an ethical-humanist discourse with powerful
religious overtones, its ethos is essentially liberal and individualist”,

5% The problem is that Christanity came to Africa in the guise of being a “civilisation”, claims Kwame
Bediako (1992:226-266). From the onset in Africa, there was an association of Europe with Christendom
(:228). And what Afnca has had to deal with is not Christianity as such (or “the gospel”) but European
ethnocentrism and its effects. This leads Bediako to see the African religious past as a theological problem
(:234). Africans took on “European value-settings for the faith”; “what was observed in Africa was
understood and interpreted, not in terms of Africa, but in terms of Europe” (:235). Hence, what occurred
was an unfortunate confusion of Christanisation with westernisation (Bediako 1992:236).
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considered the NIR’s research on the different reconciliation processes in South Africa”,
especially those practised by various religious and cultural groups. In Zulu custom, for
example, there is a particular ritual for reconciliation between disputing brothers, called
uknthelelana amanzg (Nisimane 2000:22-24, referting to Berglund 1976: 376-384). The
Xhosa, too, have special ways and means to deal with rifts in social relationships
(Ntsimane 2000:24). According to Ntsimane, the problem with the TRC is that it failed
to take into serious consideraton some of such “other” religious methods of dealing with
social hostility and establishing reconciliation.* It is this particular criticism which is part
of the motivaton for this research and dissertation.

Many people patticipating in the TRC in fact could not identify with it, because its
functioning was so foreign to them, and quite different from what they expected, or were
accustomed to. To use an example, the differences between tradiional African
reconciliation and the TRC are significant (Ntsimane 2000:24). In traditional procedutres,
victims and relatives know the perpetrator(s) of the crime, the accused. The officiaang
mediatory persons are also known and respected by both feuding parties. Frequently,
reconciliation involves self-cleansing, and rules out situations calling for cross-
examination, as in the TRC. Traditional reconciliation procedure aims at the restoration of
family or clan bonds, not just the exemption from prosecution. Moreover, peaceful
coexistence is expected after the ritual reconciliation of feuding parties. Because the TRC
proceedings were viewed as alien to traditional African sentiments, they were not fully
acceptable to or accepted by many. Indeed, Ntsimane claims, “Some victims, not only
those of the Zulu nation, have refused to shake hands with their perpetrators, mainly
because of the lack of obvious remorse from the perpetrators, but also because they did
not identfy with the process” (:25).

Ntsimane poses a further critique of the TRC as being that the process did not
evoke real contrition on the side of the perpetrators.”® Furthermore, the victimised
frequently felt forced to “forgive” their wrongdoers, in an atmosphere of pressure and
coercion (:30). The truth is, insists Ntsimane, “Forgiveness is elusive and it takes long to
achieve” (:31). It cannot be forcibly brought about, and does not happen instantly. For
this reason, too, he finds it problematic that in the case of the amnesty proceedings, it was

the TRC commissioner, and not the victims, who decided on amnesty (:20).
' Another theologian who articulates strong critiques of the TRC is Tinyiko
Maluleke. In his essay “The Truth and Reconciliation Discourse: A Black Theological
Evaluation” (1999b), he argues critically that the TRC failed in its attempt to make the
stories of many blacks heard™. He insists that the “current reconciliation discourse” may
have been perceived as a “silencing mechanism™ for especially the very poor black
community, which was largely absent from the TRC (1999b:107)**. Ndebele (2000:143-
156) even goes so far as to suggest that some view the TRC as a trick of the whites to
keep the blacks at bay, under a kind of paralysed, silenced submission.

Bundy (2000) discusses the interplay of narrative, memory and power in the TRC
process. He insists that it is always important to acknowledge that storytelling is a matter
of power, and that it matters who tells which stories, and for what reasons. He considers
whether the TRC Report may be considered an “official history”, i.e. whether the TRC

5 Africans need to find norms “other than European ... for resolving conflicts”. They need to rediscover
the “use of indigenous cultures” in the reconciliation endeavour (Amadiume and An-Na'im 2000:18).

55 Kistner (1999:41) agrees that while the TRC encouraged the disclosure of informaton and the acceptance
of responsibility for wrong done, it did not emphasize enough the need for repentance (Bufe in German).
This aspect is sorely missing in the TRC, claims Kistner.

5 Maluleke (1999a:223) insists, “the South Aftican reconciliation debate largely excludes the Black, the poor
and the marginalised — especially Black women”,

5? The TRC stifled social debate in the name of maintaining peace, claims Mahleke (1999a: 231).

5 See also Maluleke (1999a:228). Kistner (2000:71), too, agrees that the TRC was exclusive of many South
Africans.

36



and its report represent South Africans as a whole, and can therefore be adopted by all.

In criticism against certain aspects of the TRC procedure, Bundy (2000:20) claims,
Because of its analytical deficiencies, the TRC may not so much forge a new
collective memory as facilitate social amnesia. And, parented by compromise,
there is a final, ironic risk. The TRC and its charismatic chairperson committed
themselves to nation-building. But will the Report help to build a single nation in
the longer term, or will it legitinise a Jopsided structure — two nations disguised as
one, a hybrid social formation consisting of ‘increasingly deracialised insiders and
persistently black outsiders’?

Kaizer Nyatsumba, too, views the TRC with reserve. He declares,

The country cannot be said to be much more reconciled at the moment as a result

of the Commission. Indeed, it is my contention that fault lines are developing

daily in our society, and that unless the new tensions are handled carefully, the
once much-talked-about Rainbow Nation will prove to have been a very useful

marketng tool, which was actually a charade. (Nyatsumba 2000:93)

Many scholars criticise the seeming “blanket equalisation” of everybody in the
TRC (Maluleke 19992:229), and the resulang view that justice is not a necessary element
of reconciliation (:237). Others bemoan the fact that the TRC confined itself to
investigating only gross human rights violations between 1960 and 1994 (Bonner and
Nieftagodien n.d.:1; Amadiume and An-Na’im 2000:5*). Furthermore,

the final report lacks a critical and substantive engagement with the myriad

complexities that constituted the ‘context’ within which violence occurred, as well

as the varied and cumulatve causal processes. It opts for sweeping generalisations
and its findings are invariably constructed to fit into the pre-determined categories

of victim and perpetrator. (Bonner and Nieftagodien n.d.:4)

The TRC, claim certain critics, ignored local peculiarities, and fell “short of
providing a comprehensive treatment of many events and of important processes”
(Bonner and Nieftagodien n.d.:4). Indeed, it failed to illustrate how complex “the picture
of causadon” was (:5), and did not uncover the complexity of the situation which was
“replete with conspiracy, complicity and betrayals” (:7). It can be argued that the “TRC
imposed restrictions on itself by primarily operating within a framework defined by the
dichotomy of perpetrator and vicim” and thereby tended to forward a view of “mono-
causality and simplicity” (:8). Pakendorf agrees that the TRC was guilty of simplifying a
complicated history. It promoted a “binarism of perpetrator and victin® which was
generally “conflated with the racial divide of white and black” (Pakendorf n.d.:2)."

Moteover, there was often a focus on “personal suffering and pain, and on
individual responsibility and guilt”, which tended to shrink the broader picture of systemic
and structural injustice (Pakendorf n.d.:2).** The TRC focussed on individual and
personal hurt and guilt, thereby diminishing the impact of structural evil. Little attention
was paid to structural human rights violations such as forced removals (Kistner 2000:71).
The relentless focus on individuals resulted in making systemic injustices {e.g. the crime of
Bantu-education, pass laws and the homeland system) seem less conspicuous. The
constant emphasts on victims and sufferers also led to the failure of adequately paying
attention to those who benefited from the system and were indifferent to its malevolence,

5* The TRC had a “memory limited to 30 years” (Amadiume and An-Na'im 2000:5).

% The example of Kathorus violence in the early nineties shows that one cannot talk of simple “mono-
causality” (Bonner and Nieftagodien n.d.:8ff). Kathorus suggests “a more nuanced history” where causes
and contexts were multiple and varied (:10, 23, 24). The viclence which occurted there was not just about 2
power struggle between the ANC and Inkatha, but involved other issues such as discrepancies between
migrants and locals, squatters and hoste) dwellers and taxi/transportation problems.

9 Some argue that the TRC’s version of truth “was established through narrow lenses”, reflecting only the
experiences of a small minority — so-called “victims” and “perpetrators” (Mamdani 2000:178).

2 Amadiume (2000:3) claims the actual system of apartheid itself was not overtly blamed.
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Beneficiaries of the system were not really called o responsibility (Kistner 1999:48). Too
litde focus was placed on economic injustice and the widening schism between the rich
and the poor. Too little attention was spent on the urgency of social and economic
reform (Kistner 1999:49).

Atrocities committed during the period from 1990 to 1994 were underrepresented
and underemphasised at the TRC because some people “were especially wotried that
revelations of atrocities could unsettle the fragile peace that had been created in the post-
1994 peniod”. This reflects the in-built “tension between uncovering the truth and
achieving reconciliation” in the TRC (Bonner and Nieftagodien n.d.:7). In connection
with this criticism, Harnis (n.d.:14) notes that not all voices that spoke were taken
seriously, and some were skewed and shaped to fit into the “national story”. In certain
cases, people’s stories were “subjugated” in order that they correspond to the trend of the
national narrative (Harris n.d.:15). People and their stoties that did not fit into the
“national story” were not tolerated.”* Harris condemns the TRC’s attempted construction
of a national narrative as contrived, and alleges,

the narrative history created by the TRC was neither real nor innocent but was a

construction whose credibility depended upon the credibility of the sources and

the evidence upon which it was based. The history empowered by the TRC was
shaped by the commission and by requirements for nation building. The latter
was dependent on the certainty of the narrative that the TRC was creating. (Harris

n.d.:20)

According to Harris, the TRC was about the creadon of “illusions” in the process of
interpreting the past, and ought to be denounced for that (Haens n.d.:16).

No doubt, the TRC opened wounds (Amadiume and An-Na'im 2000:5). The
South African “burden of memory” has not yet adequately been “exorcized” (Soyinka
2000:29). South Africa’s “crisis of identity” has not yet been solved satisfactorily
(Amadiume and An-Na’im 2000:17). Perhaps Kistner (2000:71) is right when suggesting
that the TRC raised too-high expectations that could not, realistically, be fulfilled by it.
Part of the problem might be, as Maluleke (19992:224) suggests, that the TRC, as an
instrument of reconciliation, has been erroneously confused with the process and the jdea/ of
reconciliation.

Many scholars — critics and supporters of the TRC alike — agree that there is a
need for more work, as well as a wider debate, when it comes to reconciliation in South
Africa (Maluleke 19992a:225). There are “a number of areas of the process of social
reconciliation which still need to be pursued” (Hay 1998:164). There is no doubt that the
healing process must be continued (Kistner 1999:50). The above-mentioned criticisms
and challenges pitted against the TRC need to be acknowledged and taken seriously.
Indeed, there is a range of other shortcomings that can be listed. Instead of considering
all of them in depth, however, I would like to move toward a more creative interaction
with the limitations and deficiencies of the TRC by suggesting possible ways forward. My
view is that the TRC has laid a good and suitable foundation for the work of
reconcihation. But this work cannot and did not end with the TRC. South Africa must
build on and enhance, modify and develop what was started in the TRC process. Below
are some ideas as to how the failings of the TRC can be remodelled into future challenges
and possibilities for social reconciliation in South Africa.

1.2.3 Possible ways forward from the TRC endeavour

In this section, I seek to sketch some possible ways of expanding and enhancing the work
begun by the TRC, as well as oppottunities arising from the TRC process. What was
started by the TRC has the possibility of developing and unfolding new horizons.

¢ Kismer (2000:71) remarks that the TRC unconsciously imposed conditons of compliance on people.
‘Those heard at the Commission had to agree with the terms of reference implied by the Commission.
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Boraine (2000:76), for example, suggests that there ought to be continued “mini-
commissions”, further story telling and truth telling initiatives, beyond the TRC. Not only
victims and perpetrators, but also secondary sufferers and beneficiaries of injustces can
and ought to become involved in the process of truth telling (Kistner 1999:47).* The
stories that have shaped people’s lives should be continued to be told, heard and
recorded.

From a histonian’s perspective, Harris (2000:122) is of the opinion that “the
matexrial archiving of orality is a valuable endeavour, especially in a country like ours,
where 50 many are illiterate and so many stories have been suppressed for generations”.
It is indeed a valid suggestion to endeavour to record as many stories as possible about
the past, about ordinary people — what they experienced and how they coped - a process
that has been started in the TRC. But, Harris cautions,

no matter how hard we try, how carefully and sensitively we work, in converting

orality to material custody we unavoidably relocate authority (or dislocate

authority), and we separate voices from their words. This can be liberating,
subversive, a fostering of contestauon, But it can also be, can become, a form of
dispossession. So it is imperative that we — that any society — strive to ensure that
at least as many resources as are committed to archiving orality are deployed in
fostering storytelling as living archive. An orality which is healthy is infinitely
bigger than its material expression. We are all storytellers. Our stories sustain us,
carry our values, our beliefs, our identittes. Yet how readily do we — as individuals
and as collectives — surrender possession of this priceless resource? We are our
stories. Archiving them should be one way — a small way - in which we live them.

(Harnis 2000:122)

The TRC gave some people the chance to tell their stories. Their invitation to,
and presence at, TRC hearings was an example of storytelling “as a living archive”, 1
interpret Harris to argue for more forums at which people can produce living archive
material by telling their stories, and by sharing with the broader community their
resources for survival. This would be, one may argue, an augmentation of what was
initiated by the TRC. Balcomb argues that stories are central to the functioning of society
and its self-understanding. Indeed, he insists on the “centrality of narrative as a
fundamental epistemological category” (2000:54), and would therefore be an advocate of
extended arenas for storytelling. Ambrose Moyo, too, pleads for more spaces in which
people can narrate their experiences. He underlines the importance of storytelling, and
relates it to concepts such as truth telling and confession. To Moyo, storytelling is a
crucial element in the path of confession, penitence and forgiveness, which in turn are
necessary for reconciliaton (Moyo 2002:300).

Indeed, a continued agenda resulting from the TRC is the facilitation of
encounters between people in order for them to share their stones and, with that, their
lives. “Since not every case could be heard and investigated, some groups of survivors
formed Kébwiumane (‘speak out’) groups where they could share their stories, gain strength
from one another, and decide what they collectively wanted to say to the commission,”
explains Wink (1998:49).% Some of these Kbuiumane groups remained active even after
the concluston of the TRC, as support and counselling groups, and indeed still exist today.
Initiatives such as Kbu/umane remain to be relevant and important in the reconciliation
endeavour, since they help to foster community and solidarity among people.

4 See also Villa-Vicencio (2000:27).

€ It is true that the TRC had 2 limited capacity 1o create 2 space for sharing and healing for everyone, Its
budgetary and tme constraints ought, however, not to be interpreted as intentional exclusivism or an
unwillingness to cater for all South Africans.
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South Africans, like other people belonging to natons with a past of conflict and
hoslity, need to practise the “art of re-membering” (Miiller-Fahrenholz 1996:36-39).%
This artful skill involves “deep remembering in politics and public life” (:42ff), and the
establishment of collective memories (:49-59). South Afticans need to continue the work
begun by the TRC and seek to find answers to the questions, “What kind of language,
gestures, signs and symbols will the other side understand? How can collectives be helped
to engage in the art of remembering?” (:60). In answering these questions, they will have
to work “toward a more precise grammar of deep remembering; in other words, the
public must be trained to learn a new code of symbolic conduct that reflects our
transnational values and objectives” (:64). Indeed,

The art of remembering requires a new kind of literacy that aims at developing an

adequate awareness of the historical legacies of other peoples and the depth of our

mutual involvement. If it is in their memoties that peoples form their sense of
their own selves as well as their images of others, then it is only in shanng such
memories that they will be able to reach new images of togetherness and mutual

accountability. (Miiller-Fahrenholz 1996:64)

This 1s a moral and ethical task. Yet it is also a political task, as “working on such images
of connectedness must be regarded as a vital component of polidcs. It is part of public
culture and of ‘public relations’, in the best sense of that term” (:64).

Under all circumstances, working on reconciliation “with or without the TRC”
will prove to be a long and gruelling procedure, “an uphill battle” (Van Zyl Slabbert
2000:72). What was begun in cursory steps — i.e. truth-telling, identity formation, the
building of a moral culture, the creation of a “national narrative” or a collective memory,
etc. — will have to be continued. The stories that will help South Africans find themselves
and each other “will be exposed to us through teseatch, drama, literature, journalism and
film” (:71).¥ Van Zyl Slabbert cautions that the TRC and its initiatives — though helpful —
will not be able to bring about the much-required social reconciliaion without broader
assistance. Since reconciliation involves justice and equality, the state, the courts, and the
economic apparatus will have to be involved in the process. Indeed he warns, “If the
political leadership does not want to set the example, the TRC and the courts will not be
able to do it” (:71). Public figures such as politicians have to be part of the process, and
indeed provide the impetus for it. They have to lead by the “awe-inspiring power of
example” ®. For example, they have to demonstrate through public cleansing tituals
“loaded with the symbolism of atonement-forgiveness-reconciliation” that they want
reconciliation to occur (:65).” Through such examples the nation will be encouraged to
participate in the quest for social healing,™

& In light of the pain Afnca has suffered, Kiogora (1996:29) highlights the importance of Africans “re-
membering ourselves”, re-membering “our dismembered body”.

67 An example of such work includes a compelling play written by John Kani, called *“Nothing but the
truth”. Also, a recent movie that deals with the problem of reconciliation in South Africa is “Forgiveness™.
% For example, leaders should apologise symbolically for the evil of the past, and their possible collusion
with the forces of injustice (Boraine 2000:78).

# Indeed, such public cleansing rites have already been performed, often in connection with the
establishment of Freedom Park, close to Pretoria. However, ] acgue that the continuing need for cleansing
and healing ceremonies is not yet met.

7 See section 1.3.2 where 1 mention a number of other scholars’ views on how the work of the TRC can be
furthered. For example, Burton (2000:113) highlights the role of NGOs, faith communities, educational
institutions and individuals in promoting a spirit and suitable times and spaces for truth- and story-telling to
occur. She considers the potental establishment of, for example, “Centres of Memory” in libraries or
schools, “Healing of memoties” groups or workshops, and a public reparation fund to demonstrate
communities’ commitment to restorative justice. Nistmane (2000:31) adds organised cross-culrural visits
between blacks and whites to the list of suggestions for the practical furtherance of the work of the TRC on
a local, infotmal level. Rassool et al (2000:116-117) suggest additional ways in which the work of the TRC
can and ought to be developed, e.g. by organising ceremonies such as a “National Day of Remembrance”,
the construction of a “national Wall of Remembrance”, or the building of a special archive. Further signs

40



Part of the ongoing work of reconciltation is to provide some form of restitution
or compensation for victims of apartheid injustice. Meiring identifies “a humble list of
needs” produced by victims who appeared before the TRC:

Neatly everybody wanted information, wanted to know what had happened to them
or their loved ones, and why. Others requested that photographs and other personal
possessions confiscated at the time, should be rerurned, or that the mortal remains
of a husband or child be brought home for reinterment. Some requested
gravestones, which they could not afford at the time of death. ... Others raised the
point of medical care and housing, or talked about the need for a special day of
reconciliation in the country. The strangest, and saddest, request came from Mrs
Mhlawuli who wanted her husband’s hand, which was severed by the police at the
time and kept as deterrent in a bottle of formalin, to be returned to the family. They
wanted to bury it. (Meinng 1999:26)
Compensating for some of the losses and hurts people felt — be it through symbolic
gesture or material recompense — may help to pave the way for reconciliation to happen.
Matrk Hay, like many other scholars, insists that the TRC was important, but that its
wortk has to be advanced. He asserts, “Reconciliation will not stimply happen; there are
steps and rituals that are necessary to foster reconciliation” (1998:113). Reconciliation is a
journey of discovery for all who participate (:129), but this journey has to be embarked
upon consciously and deliberately, and with the will to struggle and be challenged.

Hay commends the way the TRC gave South Africans a “symbolic way to close
the past” (:135). He emphasises how both individuals and communities find remarkable
benefit from ntuals employed for this purpose. Rituals “can be important mechanisms
for healing and reconciling” (:135). According to Hay, the TRC with its emphasis on
storytelling was an expression of “the social dimension of reconciliation™ that makes
“human, ritual sense” (:93). One of Hay’s emphases in his programme for reconciliadon
is “the ritual development of the stages of social reconciliadon.” He insists that South
Africans will have to invest energy in “the emergence of local rituals which will assist the
process of reconciliation” (:164-165).

In connection to his accent on ritual development, Hay highlights the church’s
duty to actively support the work of the TRC (1998:158), for example through
programmes or small faith-sharing groups (:159) that are based on the truth and
reconciliation rationale. He suggests a specific programme stemming from his own
religious tradition which could be and already is being implemented in certain Christian
church communities. This programme includes a special approach to church seasons
(called the “Renew approach”) based on the three moments of remembering, engaging
and remedying (:159-160).

One of the TRC commissioners, Bongani Finca, also stresses the importance of
religious faith communities in the reconciliation process. Specifically, he posits that there
is a special set of tasks to be undertaken by “Christians and Christian leaders” that are
fuelled by the TRC scheme and raison d'étre.

We should be the voices of the victims and participate in the therapeutic

interventions that are necessary to deal with the trauma an injury caused in their

lives. They need support in order to deal with the haunting memoties of conflict
and their experiences of dehumanisation. Only then can those memories be
blessed and the heroism of the past celebrated. The church must lead the world in

that can be established for the purpose of furthering reconciliation and healing are special museums (:118),
truth monuments and commemorative landmarks (:121). Morcover, tracing the remains of persons’ bodies
would be significant for the reconciliation process. Rassool et al, 100, call for initiatives for exhumation,
reburials, and ceremonies of mourning, as well as what they call “ritvals of death and the joutneys and
presentadons of the body” (:126), i.e. ceremonies in which bodies of deceased or missing persons are
honoured.

M elaborate on this programme in more detail in section 3.4.
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the process. There is an area, which is closest to us as a church: that of

reconciliadon. Qur country will not know enduring stability and peace until it

receives wholesome healing and reconciliation. (Finca 2000:18)

Finca argues that South African Christans ought to lead by example in “reaching
out to each other in a spirit of true repentance — understanding, forgiveness, love and
restitution”. The Christian community should initiate programmes “within the church to
build bridges, to open windows, to ventilate the house through constructive debate”, to
build “bridges across racial barniers, language barriers, status barriers, wealth barriers,
sexual orientation barriers, gender barriers, age barriers - to name only a few”, to become
“a non-racial model that we can show to secular society” (Finca 2000:19).”

Besides initiaaves arising from the TRC momentum that can be adopted and
unfolded by faith communities and religious institutions, there are also “secular” aspects
of reconciliation that may not be ignored, but must be nurtured. For example, “Human
rights education is also a priority” (Hay 1998:160). Connected to this is the value of
“reflection and education in cross-cultural richness in the Church and society” (:160).

Hay claims that an important move toward social reconciliation in the aftermath of the
TRC is the national fostering of a “culture of learning, teaching and serving ..., especially
in our educational institutions. Our education must also facilitate a holistic view of being
a person — a human way of living and a way of being decent human beings” (:160).

Finally, the importance of not separating the queston of reconciliation from the
question of justice must again be stressed.” The endeavours of the TRC to start a process
toward social reconciliaton can only be considered to have been successful to the extent
they included at their cote endeavours to establish justice, equality and peace.” Referring
to the Kairos Document, Moyo insists that reconciliation is not possible in South Africa
without justice. He strongly criticises any attempt to promote what he calls cheap
reconciliation. In relation to this, he addresses the issue of land ownership as a crucial
point in the discussion. With reference to his home country Zimbabwe, and South
Africa, he declares, “reconciliation between black and white ... cannot be achieved without
solving the issue of land ownership™ (Moyo 2002:298). One could then say that what is
needed after the TRC is a holistic approach to the question of reconciliation (:295), where
the relationship between justice and reconciliation remains inseparable.

The TRC was not able to finish the work of creating a new and improved public
ethos, a national narrative that will ensure a prosperous and peaceful future. To be sure, it
may only be regarded as one (limited and fallible) impetus in the right direction. What will
have to remain on the agenda of South African public life are the will and the concrete
action to develop such a culture. And this will involve “walking through history together”
(Miiller-Fahrenholz 1996:64) — revisiting each other’s history, listening to others’
interpretations of this history, engaging in a process of rereading and rewntng history
together (:65), and publicly acknowledging the histories of our country (:66), amongst
other things. Part of the endeavour comprises the need for “opportunities for committed
persons ... to interpret to each other how it feels to have to live with a certain history.”™

72 South Africa after the TRC has to identify the present time as its “/kairos, 2 blessed and critical moment,
for the creation of local covenants and schemes of cooperation to heal the deep divisions that mark the
South African society”, as a time t0 “work for ministries of trust” (Miiller-Fahrenholz 1996:98).

7 See also sections 1.1.2 and 1.1.3, where I discuss the charactenistics of a viable definttion of reconciliation.
M Accordmg to Miiller-Fahrenholz, elements of a politics of reconciliation would include instituting the
primacy of the judiciary (1996:94), restoring the face of justice (:95) by, for example, considening ways for
the implementation of distributive justice mechanisms (:96), and setting up of suuctures of symbolic
communication about truth and reconciliation.

75 New schools across ethnic, cultural divides, new “educational awareness” ought to be a pdority (Miiller-
Fahrenholz 1996:67). Furthermore, there is a need for “connecting signs and symbols”, ¢.g. the introduction
of shared holidays and celebrations (:67), days of remembrance (:69), and the acknowledgement of sites with
special histonical connotations (:70).
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One ought to emphasise that the suggestion is not “that people should give up
their national and ethnic canopies. But people need to create some space between their
canopies so that they can meet each other without ‘trespassing’,” claims Miiller-
Fahrenholz (1996:67). Effectively, the new guiding model in civil society should not be
interpreted as a clash of stoties, but their connectedness, “not insistence on separate
identities but training in inclusiveness”. South Africa should strive for acknowledging
unity in diversity (Miiller-Fahrenholz 1996:72; see also Volf 1996:63-65). The challenge is
to accept and celebrate our differences of culture (Villa-Vicencio 1995:107) and insist that
we can co-exist, and build a common nation and identity “in diversity and difference”
(:105).

Conclusion

In this section 1 have considered the South African TRC as an example of the attempt to
heal a nadon’s past, deal with its memories, and move on into 2 reconstructed future. The
idea of collecive memory, and the need for the creative reconfiguration of memory has
been discussed. As much as I agree with Tutu, Krog and many others, who laud the TRC
and its achievements, I also acknowledge the valid criticisms waged against it. For this
reason, I have isolated a number of the most obvious shortcomings of the TRC. Finally,
it is my contention that more has to be done in order for reconciliation to take root in
South Africa, for the process which has begun in small and hesitant steps to be continued.
The TRC might have been the start of great things, but they have by no means come to
full fruition yet. The work of the TRC, and other reconciliation initiatives needs to be
developed, expanded and enhanced. It is for this reason, ultimately, that this dissertation
is being written: to provide other, perhaps to some degree more holistic and enhanced,
paradigms for the process of social reconciliation in the torn and broken context of South
Africa.

1.3 A possible way forward: identifying resources from African
tradition and Christianity, and dialogue between the two

I have argued so far that the reconciliation endeavour initialised by the TRC needs to be
pursued in an ongoing way. Furthermore, new approaches at reconciliation ought to
avoid making the same mistakes the TRC made. The question therefore arises in what
way reconciliaion ought to be undertaken in the aftermath of the TRC. As shown in the
previous section, the TRC proceedings did not account for the religious diversity of the
South African community. According to some scholars, the problem with the TRC is that
it failed to take into serious consideration some of the “other” religious and cultural
methods of dealing with social hostility and establishing reconciliation. In particular, it
did not take into real consideration the value and potency of African indigenous traditions
and religious practices. This is the reason why I am particularly interested in what African
indigenous tradition can recommend for fostering social reconciliation in South Africa.

South Africa is a deeply religious society in which religious symbols, paradigms
and practices play a profound role in the every-day life experences of its people (Smit
1986:84). Many sociologists have argued that religion plays a crucial role in communities’
symbolic construction of reality”, and that religious paradigms can be strong forces in
societal transformaton and/or stabilisation processes. South Africa has many different
religious resources to tap into for this endeavour, resources which may have a lot to offer
in terms of guiding South Africans on the path toward social reconciliation. Claims Mbiti
(1990:268-9),

7 See for example Berger and Luckmann (1967) and Geertz (1975).
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Singly, jointly or in competition, the religions in Africa should be able to exert a
force and make a contribution in creating new standards, morals and ethics
suitable for our changing society. ... In practical terms, religion has a role to play in
cultivating reconciliation, harmony, peace and security with and within oneself, the
community, the nation and the universe.

Perhaps the two most prevalent religious traditions operating in South African
society are African traditional religion and Chnistianity. According to the 2001 census,
80% of all South Africans claim to be Christian (Hendriks & Erasmus 2005:98). This
means that well over two-thirds of South Africa’s population considers Christianity to be
a source of guidance and power in their lives. An investigation into what Christianity has
to offer to the social reconciliation endeavour is justified on the grounds that a large
majority of South Africans would be included in and addressed by such an investigation.
40.8% of all South Africans belong to African Initiated Churches (Hendriks & Erasmus
2005:98), i.e. churches that are strongly influenced by indigenous African cultural norms
and religious practices. In other words, well over a third of South Africa’s population has
strong connections to African tradition, and consider it to be 2 source of wisdom and
power in their daily lives.” An examination of African traditional resoutces for
reconciliation is justified because such an examination would have the power to address
and take seriously a large number of South Africans.

African tradition has often been neglected or ignored in academic discourse
concerning social issues™, which is exactly why I find it a topic watranting deeper
investigation and study. Often African tradiaonal religion has been on the receiving end
of soctal, cultural and religious dominadon, so that it might prove to be a delicate task to
uncover its hidden stories, and hear its silenced voices.” (The question of the subjugation
of African tradition will be discussed more fully in secdon 1.5.) Indeed, as some critics of
the TRC indicate, the often silent or hidden resources of Aftican tradition were not
accessed and utilised adequately in the TRC process. This observation exposes an urgent
need to uncover and then apply those resources Aftican tradition has to offer, in order to
enhance and diversify the South African reconciliauon enterprise.

As outlined in section 0.1, the first objective underlying this study is that I wish to
establish what African tradition has to offer for social reconciliadon. In order to fulfil this
objective, paradigms of reconciliation in the African tradition will be explored. 1argued
so far that there is a serious need for such exploration, since the potential resources
lodged within African tradition have been underemphasised ot ignored by broader South
African society for far too long. It is time for African tradition to speak to the nation, and
be heard. It is time that adherents and practitioners of African tradition and religion be
acknowledged as equal dialogue partners in the quest for reconciliation.

From the above assertions it becomes clear that the initial task of this dissertation
is to rediscover and document some African traditional ideas and practices which deal

7 “Stadstically it would seem that the adherents to Aftrican religion have decreased due to conversions to
these new religions of Africa, but in reality this is only a face value. People continue to be influenced by and
to treasure African religion in their total life, whether they acknowledge it or not. ... That calls for deeper
understanding of African religion and its encounter with other religions, a process which has hardly started”
(Summary Report from the Working Group on African Religion 2002:11-12). Indeed, African religion has
not been wiped out, but is alive and thriving (:13).

76 Kithy (1994:67) asserts, “Western philosophical renderings of traditional African religions are only
recently adding courses in African theology that are very cautiously constructed to avoid any conflict arising
from the still prevalent negative interpretation.” See also Mwakabana (2002:145) who highlights the need
for study of African religion and its values in theclogical institutions.

» Since the time of the missions, Christians have “neglected the value of African religiosity”, and have not
actively engaged in “dialogue between African religion and Christianity”. This is so because African religion
was branded with a false stigma which “suppressed and even silenced open discussion and objective
evaluation” (Summary Report 2002:12-13). Even today, “in some Christian circles the positive value of
culture, tradition and spirituality that derive from African religion are undermined” (Mwakabana 2002:145).
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with social reconciliation. South Africa may expenience enrichment if it is exposed to the
(sometimes suppressed, sometimes forgotten) resources of the African heritage, and has
the courage to tap into these resources instead of banishing them from its auspices as
“pagan”, “primitive” or simply irrelevant. Perhaps, as Jon Kirby maintains, such dialogue
may encourage and free Africans “to revitalise old symbols and use them in new and
creative ways” (1994:67).

Traditonal (South) African society possesses ways and means for communities to
wortk for reconciliation and establish unity and peace among divided parties. This
tradidonal wisdom still has a place in the life of many South Africans, and indeed occupies
great meaning in many communities, as the 2001 census results suggest. It will be argued
that the African traditional worldview is an apt foundation for a reconciliatory view of
reality. African religion and spirituality, philosophy and anthropology (exemplified in the
ubuntu way of life) provide a myriad of reconciliatory paradigms. On a more practical and
applied level, I will draw attention to certain traditional legal procedures that aim at social
reconciliation, as well as traditional rituals of reconciliation. It will be shown that ritual
often plays a major role in indigenous reconciliadon practices, and can be a compelling
resource for overcoming social enmity and strife.

The second objective underlying this dissertation is that 1 wish to establish what
the Christan faith has to offer for social reconciliation. I contend that Chrisdan faith has
2 host of valuable resources for social reconciliation that offer themselves to the process.
The main reason for my choosing to discuss the Christian tradition vis-a-vis the African
tradidon has been pointed out above. Christianity is a strong influence in many people’s
lives and therefore it warrants conscientious investigation. Another reason why I include
an analysis of Chrstian reconciliation paradigms in this study is that I am a Christian
theologian. It is my calling and my duty, not to mention my area of expertise, to
promulgate what the Christian faith has to offer, especially in matters pertaining to
societal wholeness. Some of Christianity’s resources for reconciliation that will be
elaborated include the Biblical witness, the narrative of the cross and resurrection, the
inter-linked concepts of sin, repentance and forgiveness, and the church as reconciling
community and institution.

One of the hypotheses upon which this dissertation is based is that African
tradition and Chnistanity can dialogue efficaciously with reference to reconciliation in
South Africa. I am aware that in the past “companisons” between African tradition and
Chnistianity have mostly resulted in a denigration and vilification of the former.
Christanity has been the dominant, even hegemontc, religion (see section 1.5 below). In
other words, the “dialogue™ that has existed between the rwo faith systems has so far
usually been one-sided and tinged with paternalism and subjugation. It has not been
dialogue on an equal footing. Therefore, the need is great for interaction between the two
traditions which is #of about domination or subjugation, competition or defamation. This
dissertation seeks to contribute to such dialogue “on a level playing field”. 1am
convinced that such dialogue is necessary, and can contribute to the solving of some of
our society’s problems. I agree with Terence Ranger (1994:276) that in spite of the
differences between them, there exist “natural points of contact” between Christian and
African traditional ideas and practices. African tradition and Christianity can intetact in a
way that enhances the overall community instead of drawing up fronter lines and
establishing power discrepancies. More specifically, the two religious tradidons can
dialogue fruitfully with reference to social reconciliation in South Africa, and indeed have

the urgent duty to do so.

45



1.4 Approaches to inter-religious and cultural dialogue: exclusivism,
inclusivism or pluralism?

This thesis represents a study in religious and cultural dialogue. For this reason I find it
important to outline which theoretical approaches can be used when doing such research,
and which option I choose in this stady. Much scholarly discussion has already ensued
concerning the question of the relationship among the religions of the world.* In what
follows, 1 will give a brief analysis of the three positions mentioned in the title of this
section, as they have been elaborated by their various proponents. I will also indicate a
particulatly Lutheran theological approach to the subject. Finally, I intend to offer an
evaluation of all of the mentioned approaches in light of their efficacy and viability for
inter-religious and inter-cultural dialogue. Throughout this section, I keep in mind the
specific question of dialogue between Christianity and African tradition.

1.4.1 Exclusivism

Before the eatly part of the twentieth century little scientific work was done in the field of
ecumenism and religious dialogue. The scene started changing only when at the 1928
World Missionary Conference in Jerusalem the rift between missionaries (i.e. those who
had come in actual contact with religions other than Christianity, including indigenous
tribal religions) and European theologians became evident. The former urged theological
scholarship to begin to tackle the thorny issues and delicate questions arising out of
Christanity’s encounter with other religious systems once and for all. The 1930s, then,
saw the dawn of a new direction in theology in which ecumenism and “world church”
became hot topics.

Within this theological climate, but also in response to the tense European
situation of the time, Karl Barth started his elaboration of so-called dialectical theology,
which had a number of predecessors (e.g. the theology of Paul Althaus). This was a
systematisaton of, among other themes, the radicalness and exclusivity of Christanity (see
for example Barth 1983 [1947]:96fF; 1960:726ff; 1955:695ff; 1959:780ff).” A common
motif of dialectical theology is that Christianity is to be seen over and against other
religions, that it stands in antithesis to other religious systems by virtue of its unequivocal
and unique message of salvation. The implicit notion s that Chrstianity is not only in
opposition, but also superior, to other faiths. Such Christian theological exclusiviom was
typical for that era of theological discourse in the West, viz. the 1930s to about the 1950s.

1.4.2 Inclusivism

Sotne decades later, in the 1960s, the discipline which came to be known as “theology of
religion”, which saw the need to grapple with more distinction and care with the question
of the validity of other religious and cultural forms, established itself in an academic-
theological arena which no longer felt comfortable with the stark exclusivism prevaili
earlier. Paul Tillich, with his notion of the “latent church” (1986:341ff; 1981:288-300)™,
and Karl Rahnet, with his idea of the “anonymous Christian” (1968:545-554; 1970:498ff),
were among the eatliest and strongest proponents of what came to be known in the

® This theoretical discussion has occurred mainly in the Western-Christian sphere, pethaps because Western
Christendom has over the past centuries come into contact with the world’s religions, and has had to come
to terms with the fact that interaction between the various belief systems is fraught with challenging
difficuities. In addition, Christianity, with its universal claim to truth and salvation for all humankind, and
its missionary momentum, has always been compelled to prove its validity and universality, especially in the
face of religions which also claim to bear universal truth.

81 See also Klappert’s chapter entitled “Versohnung der Welt nur durch Jesus Chaistus” (1994:53ff). Fora
reference to Althaus, see his chapter entitled “Gegenwart des Heils in der Kirche” (1959:494ff ).

82 See also Lai’s analysis of Tillich’s theology (1994).
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theology of religion as inclusiviom.”® Though not as unyielding and staunch as the
exclusivists, the inclusivists also hold that at base the guiding principle for human religious
life is the Christian gospel. Christanity is the centre, the blueprint, and the starting point
for religious discourse. Although truth and wisdom may be found in other religions, most
inclusivists hold that Christianity is the final and ultimate religion, the standard of all faith
traditions. The reason why they are called “inclusivist” is because they claim — to varying
degrees — that the Christan message is inclusive of other (implied is less “advanced” or
“developed”, inevitably inferior) religious messages, and acts as the umbrella religion for
all. The principle is not Chnsuanity wrsus other religions (as with exclusivism), but other
religions contained in Christianity.

1.4.3 Pluralism

The next approach in the discussion about religious inter-relaions was pioneered by
scholars such as Wilfred Cantwell Smith and John Hick. Smith and Hick were among the
first to advocate what came to be known as religious pluralism. In contrast to exclusivism
and inclusivism, pluralism speculates that Christianity is not necessarily the standard, the
guiding principle, the be-all and end-all of all religion and religious discourse. Chnstanity
is one religious tradidon among many, and 1t is neither supenior nor necessarily inferior in
form and content. The crucial nougon for pluralists is that Christianity ought not to be
normative or the single most authoritative voice in the discussion about and among
religions.

Smith, for example, in his book Faith and Belief (1979), argues that all religious
persons have, or are members of, a system of belief. Belief is bound to ime and space; it
is contexmal and specific to a people in a defined sitvaton. Faith, on the other hand,
transcends the given forms of belief. It is the “appreciation of the transcendent quality of
this world” (:130). It equals “Truth, Beauty, Justice, Love” (:130). It is of “historical
form” but of “timeless substance” (:132). To Smith, faith transcends the boundaries and
limitations of the forms of belief to which one necessarily adheres as a believer. Having
faith means “being aligned with the final truth of the universe” which is neither
specifically Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, or Christian (:138). “Faith is man’s (sic)
participation in God’s dealings with humankind” (:140). Itis the “strange dynamic
towards becoming our true selves, or becoming divine” (:142). Smith therefore negates
the universal veracity of a specific religious tradition, except to the extent to which it
promotes faith in human beings — fzih being the universal factor, and not the content and
shape of the belief system it stems from. Religions’ ability to enable and promote faith is
what makes them valid and true. Ultimately, faith is the unifying factor of all religions and
religious people; religion (i.e. a belief system) is merely the vehicle toward faith. What is
important to Smith is not in what we have faith, but 7ba¢ we have faith.

John Hick’s theory is that “the post-axial faiths constitute different ways of
experiencing, conceiving and living in relation to an ultimate divine Reality which
transcends all our vaned visions of it” (1992:235-6). He distinguishes between the “Real
an sich™ and the “real” as experienced variously in human contexts, the essence of reality
and the manifestation of that essence. The Real an wch is the combined interaction of the
“divine personae” (of the various religious traditions, e.g. Yahweh, Allah, Buddha,
Modimo, Krishna) and the “metaphysical impersonae” which is common to all religious
systems (:242), the personal (“God”) and the impersonal (“Absolute”) (:245). The essence
of reality or Real a7 sich cannot be grasped, however all religions have theit varying but
valid approaches to this essential reality. Hick speaks of the various sotetiological
“spaces” or “ways” to the Real an sich (:240). In essence, he wants to postulate an ultimate

%3 There were, of course, other theologians who leaned toward inclusivism, although they might not have
called it that themselves. See for example Emst Troeltsch (1925:375ff; 1925:382ff; 1972).
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Reality without attributing to it any concrete characteristics (:246). As soon as it is cast
with characteristics, it becomes the possession of a particular religion, and as a result loses
its universality. It seems, then, that Hick’s view of pluralism is that there is indeed a
concept of “the ultimate”, the Real a7 sch, but it is owned by 2ll religions, and cannot be
ascribed exclusively to one single faith. In fact, each and every faith tradition points to
this ultimate reality in a different way, and by virtue of this gains its authenticity. In this
manner, all religions are viewed as equal in a pluralistic setting because they all — through
their various ways and means — represent a manifestation of and a path towards the
impersonal, ultimate and essential reality of life and the wotld.

Aloysius Pieris’ is a more recent voice in the debate regarding religious pluralism.
In his article in the book The Myzh of Christian Unigueness (1992), he argues that there is to
be no affirmation of supremacy of one religion over the other. The basic criterion for
evaluating the potency and validity of any religion lies in its ability to act as liberative force
in the lives of its adherents (1992:162-3). The core expenience of most religious traditions
(in the case of Pienis’ particular investigation, Christianity and Buddhism) is the yearning
and quest for liberation. Through the liberadon offered by religion persons are
transformed and enabled to transcend the given plight in which they find themselves
(:163). Effectively, Pieris asserts the complementarity of religions, especially those whose
core message is salvation. To argue his point, he compares the figures of Jesus and
Gautama (Buddha) and finds that there exist many “parallelisms” in these founding
personalities of the two great religions (:168-9). According to Pieris, “liberation is
possible only through what one accepts to be the ‘revelatory medium of salvation’ and not
the titles one gives to it” (:173). This means that it is not the tile of Jesus Christ or
Gautama Buddha per se that mediates salvation, but the kerygmatc content of the
affirmations and lives of these personalides. This kerygma, which is handed down to
believers through historical witness, is “metalogical, not rational” (:174), and it is to be
judged for its value in terms of its ability to transform and liberate. The “fruits”, i.e. the
positive results of the religion’s kerygma, ought to be “transforming praxis”; “liberation is
the only proof of liberation” (:174). Remaining with the example of Buddhism and
Christianity, Pieris concludes that the kerygmatic affirmation of both these religions is at
its core salvific. Buddhism’s key liberative concept is “gnostic detachment” which
encourages the “transforming praxis” of “voluntary poverty” (:175). Christuanity’s basic
message is “agapeic involvement”, which leads to the “transforming praxis” of “struggle
against forced poverty” (:175). Again it becomes clear that to Pieris the relationship
between the great religions can be one of complementary co-operation, instead of
excluding anathema.

Paul Knitter, in his article “Towards a Liberation Theology of Religions” (1992),
argues along similar lines as Pieris. He posits that for Christians, the liberation theological
tradition in Chtistianity is the most suitable basis for dialogue with other religions in the
theology of religions debate (Knitter 1992:178). His approach seems to be one of “facing
the common enemy”, whereby we may overcome our differences and unite in the
common struggle.* To him, dialogue between religions needs to happen not necessarily
for its own sake, but for the sake of the collective and co-operative elimination of
suffering and opptession. A wotldwide problem demands a worldwide response, and it is
because religion plays a huge role in social transformation (:180) that Knitter argues for
the co-operation of religions on the grounds of liberative practice (:179). The endeavour
for justice becomes the binding factor of the religions, and indeed the reason for their
existence in the first place (:181).

# Wollenberg (2003:9) concurs that “our need for each other and our best collective thinking (and action)
are evoked strongly by what we are up against as a species”. Religions, to him, have a common mission: to
counter seculatism and bad religion (for example, fandamentalism and other kinds of fanaticism).
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Knitter claims that liberation methodology “provides a starting point for dialogue
that avoids absolutist positons” (1992:181). A key methodological tool of liberation
theology is to employ a hermeneutics of suspicion, to avoid ideological argumentation and
to beware of status quo maintenance. This, argues Knitter, is essential when evaluating
religions. He maintains that in order to accept the veracity of a religious system, one has
to consider the “fruits” of its theology or doctrine, whether they contrbute to the quest
for world-wide liberation or not (:182). The criterion for critical evaluation of all religions,
including one’s own, should be their ability to produce the “fruits” of justice, peace, and
human dignity for all (“you shall know them by their fruits” declares Knitter 1992:193).
In light of this, one could argue that Knitter holds what I would call an “outcome-based”
view of religion.

A further characteristic of liberadon methodology is its insistence on the
preferential opton for the poor and marginalised. This is the basis on which religions can
and ought to find their “common ground” (Knitter 1992:184). Religious dialogue should
be grounded on the fact that all face the same problem, all have a “shared locus of
religious experience”, namely the reality of suffering and oppression in the world (:185).
To alleviate this suffering and overcome the injustices of the world ought to be the united
{and uniting) aim of all religions. The point would not be to unite and dialogue for the
sake of unity, but to unite and dialogue for the sake of facing a common challenge and
meeting it — a challenge that in fact is external to religion (:186).

Therefore, the third liberation methodological aspect argued for by Knitter in the
debate about religious dialogue is that of praxis-centeredness (:188). Praxis for the
establishment and preservation of humans’ very humanity and dignity is the normatve
ctiterion for judging religion (:189, 191). If this criterion is fulfilled, dialogue — albeit not
necessatily dialogue through talk, but through action — will and can take place. Indeed, it
is orthopraxy, not orthodoxy, which is the focal point of Knitter’s theology of religions.
If it were up to him, orthodoxy would not really feature in this dialogue (:193). In fact,
insistence on one’s own “correct doctrine” can be an impediment not only to dialogue
with others, but indeed an impediment to faith, out of which should flow good works, or
orthopraxy (:194). Knitter insists that “doing” what is good is more important than
“knowing ot understanding” what is considered to be right (:196).%

Although Knitter avoids as far as possible terminology that might suggest religious
supremacy or exclusivism, and point to the “orthodoxy” of one particular religious
tradition over and above another, he does at some point revert back to a distinctdy
Biblical/Christian category to argue his point. He is particulatly disposed to referring to
“the ineffable mystery of salvation” — which is, to him, the centre of all religion — as
“Kingdom-centrism” or “soteriocentrism” (:187). Knitter would argue that the
“Kingdom?”, as an expression of sotetiological and eschatological fulfilment, despite its
obvious Christian connotations and origin, is nevertheless a category with potentially
universal potency and validity, a category that includes rather than excludes other
religions’ attempts at achieving liberaton and wholeness for humankind.

Gordon Kaufman takes the unfolding discussion a step further. His article (1992)
is a petition to Christian theology to not only listen to the voices of other religious
traditions, but indeed to be challenged and transformed by them. “If Christans are to
take other faiths, other life-orientations, with full seriousness, it is necessary for them to
re-examine certain theological claims they often make” (1992:4). Kaufman argues against
any claim to universality by a religion, but insists that religions together form an “essential
oneness” of faith and experience (:5). In order to acknowledge and access this oneness,
believers must “find ways of relativising and opening up [their] basic symbol system” (:5).
Every religion, asserts Kaufman, has a basic “categorical scheme” which is derived from

# The Biblical injunction, “Test everything, hold fast to what is good” (1 Thessalonians 5:21) seems
appropriate here.
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its particular historical evolutionary process (:11). The “basic categorical pattern” which
informs Christanity — and indeed stems from the story of Christ and the church — hinges
on the four thematic pillars of God, the world, humanity, and Christ (:10). This
categorical scheme “has significantly defined and given shape to Christian understandings
of life and the world” (:11). However, it is not the only, and indeed not the universally
normative, scheme. In fact, when faced with other schemes of faith, it must find itself
critically challenged and questioned in terms of viability and helpfulness in the search for
human well-being (:11, 12).

Kaufman suggests, “Perhaps one or more of the principal categoties requires
drastic revision, drawing on ideas suggested by other religions or secular traditions™ (:12).
As 1t were, Christianity is but one “human imaginative response to the necessity to find
onentation for life in a particular historical sitvation” (:12). Therefore, it must keep itself
open to critique and insights from others. Openness to what other traditions have to
offer presupposes dialogue with them “in their own terms”, and implies building
community with them (:14}. And this community, essentially, is what Kaufman considers
the key issue, the central point of religious dialogue. So it is that Kaufman claims there
are impressive resources inherent in other religions, and “it seems a narrow sort of self-
impoverishment to refuse to leamn from these differing ways of being human, however
alien some of them may at first appear” (:4). Christians, as others, need to leam to live in
and with religious diversity; positive dialogue is of great necessity in today’s pluralistic
environment. True dialogue will create community and a sense of togetherness in the
tasks and duties that lie ahead for humankind.

Another scholar who has grappled with the questions 1 am concerned with in this
study is Gavin D’Costa. D’Costa (1990) critiques those scholars who deem themselves
“pluralist”, and argues for a positve revision of the term “inclusivist” instead. The
standard that he proposes for inter-religious dialogue is a form of Trinitarian Christology
(:16). D’Costa postulates that a Trinitanian concept of God enables humankind to
transcend the particularity of the revelation of Jesus Christ because it makes provision for
the constant, ever-unfolding reveladon of God through the Holy Spiric¢ (:17). The Holy
Spitit deepens and universalises humans’ understanding of God in Christ, yet the activity
of the Holy Spirit cannot be confined to Christianity (:17). As such, “a Trinitarian
Christology guards against exclusivism and pluralism by dialectically relating the universal
and the particular” (:18).

D’Costa wants to avoid the exclusivist position which holds to the exclusive
identification of God and Jesus Christ. Similarly, he refutes the pluralist tendency of non-
identification of God and Jesus Christ. The most viable option, he claims, is to identify
God and Jesus Christ, however not exclusively so. The third person of the Trinity, the
Spirit, enables an inclusive view of religions. The Spirit, as it were, is active and revealed
in Christianity as well as other religious tradidons. D’Costa’s Christology therefore leads
him to identify Jesus Christ as trus Deus (wholly God), yet not fotum Dei (the whole of
God) (:18). The pneumatology implied by such a Trinitarian Christology “allows the
particularity of Christ to be related to the universal activity of God in the history of
humankind” (:19).

One might ask why D’Costa is so intent on asserting the importance of Jesus
Christ as the centre of his theology. It seems at least conceivable that a “Holy Spint”
could also become detached from the historical figure of Jesus. For D’Costa, however,
the particularity of Christ is crucial, also for his pneumatological considerations. The
stoty of Jesus Christ, which is the core of Christocentric Trinitarianism, “discloses loving
relationship as the proper mode of being. Hence love of neighbour (which includes
Hindus, Buddhists, and others) is an imperative for all Christians™ (:19). The reason why
Christ remains to be key is because Christ’s is the story of the vulnerability of the cross.
“The normativity of Christ involves the normativity of crucified self-giving love” (:20).
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The revelation of Christ points to “suffering service rather than manipulation and
coercion™ (:21).

Through Jesus’ story we are normatively shaped by the patterns of service and

love encoded in his life and death, which are constantly recoded, to the extent of

our participation in these patterns, by the power of the Spirit. (D’Costa 1990:21).

The Spirit of which D’Costa speaks is, indeed, a particular Spirit, namely that of
God revealed through the cross of Christ. The work of the Spint, however, is not limited
to the Christian community. Indeed, anyone who acts according to the principle of self-
sacrificing love, lives according to the Christan gospel, and is powered by the Holy Spirit
— regardiess of whether s/he is aware of it or not.

Similar to Knitter, D’Costa proposes that working together against 2 common
enemy, i.e. labouring to stamp out injustice and oppression, “is one proper mode of
interreligious dialogue for Christians” (:21). Indeed, he suggests that Christians may come
to deeper Christian understandings of the Reign of God through dialogue with others,
albeit only if they show a “willingness to be radically judged and questioned by the other”
(:22).% “The church stands under the judgement of the Holy Spirit, and if the Holy Spirit
is active in the world religions, then the world religions are vital to Christan faithfulness”
(:22). Religious dialogue, therefore, is necessary for the authenticity of the gospel, and for
the true faithfulness of the Chrstian community. It is necessary for the enhancement and
ennchment of the Christian believers’ faith and praxis. D’Costa insists that we gain
“attentiveness to God through attentiveness to our neighbour” (:23), since this neighbour
may well disclose to us some wisdom and insight about God, the world, and ourselves to
which we hitherto have had no access. The Spirit may well have revealed some depths of
God to our neighbours in other faith traditions which are as yet hidden from our
perception. If we do not listen to the revelation of the Spirit in and through other
religious tradiaons, “our theologies will be impovenished to the extent that they neglect
the horizons of the contemporary world” (:24). “If God has spoken outside Christianity,
Chaistianity can only be impoverished in its own self-understanding by neglecting these
testimonies™ of other faiths (:25).

We would do well, therefore, argues D’Costa, to listen intently to the various
“natratives of holiness™ that exist throughout human religious society, and in listening
allow ourselves to be transformed by the Spirit speaking through them (:24). With
reference to 1 Corinthians 13:12, D’Costa explains that the entirety and depth of God’s
revelation is not yet discerned fully — “now we see through a glass dimly” — but with the
help of our neighbours, who also have access to revelation of the Spint, we shall one day
“see face to face” and “understand fully” (:27). As yet Chnstianity is “incomplete”, and
needs to reach “fulfilment” (:26) — a task which it can only achieve when in dialogical
community with other faiths.

Yet another scholar who has grappled with these issues is Raimon Panikkar. In
inter-religious dialogue, Panikkar (19904) asserts that there ate not only the already-
mentioned options of exclusivism (:19), inclusivism (:21) and pluralism — or what he calls
adjacency of the religions (:24)”. He insists that there is a fourth, and superlative, way for
religions to relate. This way is one of mutual interconnection and interweaving (:26).
Instead of trying to shun or convert other religions (as is the case with exclusivism), or to
incorporate them within one’s own (which is inclusivism’s hermeneutic), or to view them
as equal but unrelated (as certain forms of pluralism tend to do), Panikkar advocates an
approach which allows for mutual and genuine cross-fertilisation of religious traditions

% JIn this statement we hear an echo of Kaufman’s view (see above).

& In German, “Nebeneinander der Religionen”,

% In German, “gegenseitige Durchdnngung”. Panikkar does not believe that truth is one, monolithic,
absolute, or hegemonic over other proposals. Rather truth is “multiple” (see Wollenberg 2003).
Furthermore, truth claims are complementary/dialectical not exclusionary/binary; they are “relative but not
relativistic”.

51



(:166-7)®. His key concept for this potential mutual enmeshment of religions is “growth”
(:119ff, 142). The category of growth, i.e. growth together towards a common humanity,
gives religion a forward-looking, future-oriented dimension which is crucial for human
well-being and survival (:142). Growth is the main ingredient for humankind’s ongoing
task of becoming mote human (:158)™. And growth together (which inevitably implies
growing together) may indeed involve true change — mefanoia — for all involved (:147).

Panikkar suggests a number of “game rules” for religious interaction under the
rubric of mutual growth. First, each dialogue partner is not to be lead by a specific
apologetic noton (1990b:82), nor by a general apologetic scheme (:83). This means that
dialogue partners must not be in dialogue in order to sway, convince, or convert one
another. Participants in the dialogue should not have preconceived ideas of what the
outcome of the dialogue ought to be (:84). The dialogue is not to resemble a
“philosophers’ congress”™ (:88), i.e. a forum where ideas are thrown around without
referning them to practical life. It should also not resemble a “theological symposium”
(:92), so that religions with no overt “theological” tradition are not marginalised or treated
pedantically. In the discussions, participants should not in the first place have in mind the
benefit of the dialogue for their own faith community; dialogue ought not to be
conducted with the initial aim of furthering one’s own church, or expanding one’s
missionary and diaconical services (:95). In short and at base, dialogue should be
practised in faith, hope and love (:95-6) — faith in the integrity of the other(s), hope that
advantage for all will flow from the encounter, and love which places the other(s) first,
and which does not insist on its own ways.

1.4.4 Theological grounds for dialogue from a Lutheran perspective

From a Lutheran perspective, the theology of the cross and the Dews absconditus (see
section 3.2.1) can be seen as resources for inter-religious dialogue. The bidden God is an
expression of the perceived absence of God’s grace. This experience of the apparent lack
of grace is common to all human beings. Therefore the hiddenness of God is common
ground, common “God-expenence” which can serve as groundwork to engage in God-
talk with other faiths. “Might not this fact — Christans’ own chronic distrust of their
creator, with all its consequences, and their willingness to confess it — serve as leaven in
the dialogue? Even a leveler?” asks Ed Schroeder (2003:9)”". Lutherans insist on the
“obdurate hiddenness of the divine betng, both because of the limits of creaturely
understanding and because God’s self-disclosure (reselatus) is not full disclosure.”
Thetefore, it becomes possible to “think of the one Mystery, hidden in forms such as but
also different from our familiar ones, graciously waiting to be found or, to use Heidegger’s
term, unveiled” (Wollenberg 2003:5). In other words, the cross is the beginning of
knowing God; but it is also the end. “Luther warns against knowing’ too much about
God apart from his self-definidon in the cross.... Luther’s cross-theology leads then, to a
kenotic, humble approach to others who traffic in the spirit. It is not that we have
nothing to say but that we also have something to learn, both being tested against the
gospel of the ‘crucified God™ (Wollenberg 2003:7). Therefore, “Luther’s theology of the
cross is not only anthropological-soteriologically relevant, but also universal-cosmically,
and thereby becomes a basis for engaging dialogue with religious pluralism in perspective
of God’s work in nature through the power of the Holy Spirit” (Chung 2003:9).

# In German, “gegenseitige Berithrung und Beeinflussung” (:166) und “mégliche Befruchmung” der
Religionen und Kulturen (:167).

% In German, “Humanisierung des Menschen”,

9 “Christians come with paradoxical God-experiences and paradoxical faith-confessions. Lord I believe;
help my unbelief’ (Mark 9:24). And Christans admit to being ‘simultaneously saint and sinner.” Thus,
Christians are no ‘better’ in their moral life or the strength of their faith than their dialogue partners. They
might even be worse.” (Schroeder 2003:9)
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We have seen that according to D’Costa the Spirit is active and revealed in
Christianity as well as other religious traditions. One might argue that the Lutheran
theory of the “Two Kingdoms” (see section 3.4.6) is in agreement with this noton. This
theory highlights the distinction between the right hand rule of God — in our heart
through the Word — and the left hand rule of God - in society through offices.” The rule
and presence of God is not confined to humanly-construed religious and cultural
categories and boundaries.” God rules all spheres of existence, not just those that are
overtly “Christian”. The secular sphere, the regmum mund; or left hand rule of God, is seen
as a free-standing area of divine acuvity. Therefore, “Lutherans are less nsistent that in
moral and spititual matters there must be a difference between the Christian position and
that of non-Christians” (Edwards 2002:56).

Indeed the dual reign symbol alerts us to God’s working on behalf of human weal

apart from the proclamation of the gospel and right administration of the

sacraments. Is it not legitimate to understand God, active in human law and

govemnment, as active in human religious systems as well? (Wollenberg 2003:5)

The Two Kingdoms theory may be a theological model for understanding people
outside the boundaries of Christianity as integral parts of God’s kingdom (Chung
2003:13).

The world of wisdom in the area of creation should be included under the domain

of the secular kingdom. ... Luther’s two kingdoms ... should be open for and

integratve of the world of wisdom in other religions. ... Christians should learn to
listen to signposts and lights of God as found in wisdom of other religions, in

anticipation of the future of the coming kingdom of God.” (Chung 2003:14)

1.4.5 The approach chosen in this study: an evaluation
1 now wish to consider the approaches discussed above, and assert my own stance in the
debate surrounding inter-religious dialogue. The first option for dialogue, more
particularly for dialogue between Christianity and African tradition, is what has been
deemed exclusivion above. This is, in fact, not an option at all, because by its very
designation it exciudes the possibility of there being real worth, value and truth in religions
other than Christanity. Not only are non-Chrstian religions deemed inferor, they are
considered erroneous and misleading, and therefore not worthy of dialogue except
perhaps to demonstrate the superiority and veracity of Christianity over and above the
other religious system(s). Of course, choosing such an approach in this srudy would be
unjusafiable. How could I talk of dialogue between Christanity and African religion if 1
from the onset refute, negate and judge as flawed and invalid everything that African
tradition stands for? Religious exclusivism, then, is surely not the preferred approach, and
is rejected as a viable option.

Inclusiviom, at least the brands that I have briefly outlined in this section, is likewise
a problematic approach to inter-religious dialogue — though theoretically a better option
than exclusivism —, simply because it does not regard its dialogue partner as equal in terms
of the dialogue process. Religious inclusivists listen to their partners, but maintain the
right to have the final (and authoritative) word on the matter. Inclusivism can easily lead
to one religion (often Christianity) acting as the guardian or “big brother” of its dialogue
partner; it can evoke a form of paternalism which not seldom is the guise for religious

% This distinction is not to be interpreted as dualism. Non-Lutheran scholars also draw distinctions
between the two realms. See, for example, Schreiter (1998:4). Hay (1998:16), 1o, talks of the differences
between “national” and “sacramental” reconciliation. As will be discussed in section 3.4.6, the Lutheran
distincdon between the secular and the sacred does not imply political quietism and non-involvement (see
also Kistner 2000:63).

9 Chapran (2004:13) insists that pluralism “is the social embodiment of the secognition that all have sinned
and fall short of the glory of God”.
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imperialism.* An inclusivist approach may in fact be inherently manipulative and force
the ideas, values and paradigms of one (dominant) religious system onto the other(s),
without necessarily being aware of its bullying coertcive tendencies.

Pluralism in its various shades is the third approach discussed above. As I have
shown, there are a number of different pluralist approaches to religious dialogue, not all
of which deserve the same amount of credit.” There is, for example, that approach
which, in its efforts to demonstrate the equality and identical worth of the religions
involved, tries to harmonise the differences and incongruences of the different religious
wotldviews to the extent that it distils their message and nature almost to theit
defacement. The content of the religious witnesses becomes so watered-down and
generahised, that it Joses its unique character, and indeed perhaps the essence it represents.
The religious message becomes almost banal and mediocre because it is conceptually
diminished to its rudimentary elements, which in the end reveal only little of the fullness
and wholeness of the entite religious symbolic world. I would suggest that both Smith
and Hick are guilty of this compression and indeed relativisation of the unique and
varying religious traditions. The pluralistic approaches of reducing all religious life to the
categonies of “faith” and “belief” (Smith), or asserting that at base all religious systems are
a manifestation of humanity’s yearning for the “Real an sich* (Hick) are simply too
simplistic to account for the nichness and the depth, as well as the uniqueness and
diversity, of religions. The problem is that both Smith and Hick are unconsciously capave
to the idea of a universal standard by which they judge religions. They, too, practice a
type of inclusivism (rather than pluralism), except that the all-encompassing umbrella
worldview is no longer Christanity (or any specific unitary religion) but two different
versions of the post-enlightenment Western scientific worldview. In the end, such an
approach is not really respectful of the various religious traditons because — like I have
shown with Christan inclusivism — it also forces all religions into a pre-defined and pre-
determined mould. This is subtle impenialism; if not religious, it 1s cultural hegemony
notwithstanding,

To a lesser extent, even Pieris, with his guiding principle of liberation, s guilty of
judging religions in terms of their ability to fit into a pre-conceived pattern. This pattern,
which for him is praxis-oriented liberation, echoes the basic slogans of liberation
theology. Knitter similarly uses the liberationist paradigm and overtly declares that inter-
religious dialogue ought to happen under the rubric of this conceptual framework. Are
Piens and Knitter therefore also to be dismissed because of their insistence on a guiding
paradigm which should direct and shape religious interaction? In the case of these two
scholars, I am less inclined to reject their approach. Even though they do not deny
placing the endeavour of religious dialogue under a certain heading, 1 appreciate their
apptoaches because both insist on the importance of the practical relevance of religious
interaction in the lives of the people involved. Religions interact not for the sake of
correct “doctrine” or even for the sake of understanding each other better in a conceptual
and theoretical sense. Religions interact for the sake of liberative praxis (orthopraxy, or in

% Indeed, I am sure many Muslims, Buddhists or African traditionalists, for example, would be indignant if
they wete to be called “anonymous Chnstians” (Rahner), and would categorise such terminology Christian
audacity if not subtle imperalism of the Christian religion.

9 Wollenberg, a Lutheran Christian, considers (2003:3), “There is, howevet, not just one style of pluralism.
Anselm Kyongsuk Min’s helpful typology includes phenomenalist, universalist, soterio-ceatric, dialectical
and confessionalist. The last type, represented by such scholars as john Milbank, Jiirgen Moltmann and S.
Mark Heim, is pethaps the most artractive for Lutherans. It defends the legitimacy and necessity of each
tradition’s witnessing 1o its particularities, including the claim to finality, thus aveiding a judgmental
exclusivism. This stance allows Christian theology to find space in itself for narratives from outside itself,
Thus the truths that we ate given to know, centring in Christ the incamnate Logos, are not hegemonic over
ot negations of truths found in other systems. Rather, in a pluralist context, all truths are placed in
dialectical relationship with ¢ach other in 2 mural quest for deeper insight and a broader grasp of the whole
of reality.”
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traditional Christian terminology, good works). In my opinion, this is 2 helpful frame of
reference in dialogue between Christianity and African tradition because it deflects
immediate attention from the theoretical bases of faith that may seem incompatible and
redirects the focus onto people’s practical experiences, and their actual situations of need.
In this study I therefore support Pieris’ notion of complementary co-operation in the
quest for universal liberation and Knitter’s “soteriocentrism”. I agree that when there is a
common challenge to be faced, even the most different of neighbours can stand together
and pool resources in otder to solve the problem. In terms of our overall discussion, this
means that I acknowledge the possibility of co-operation and togetherness (unity in
diversity) of Christian and Aftican traditional communidges in light of the common
challenge, viz. the challenge of reconciling the people of South Africa.

Although I would not like to go to the point of saying that Chnstanity and
African religion are “essentially one”, as Kaufran would suggest, I agree with his basic
argument that if the religions do not “open up” their “basic symbol system” (1992:5) they
will suffer self-impoverishment. Indeed, I agree that perhaps some Christian categories
will undergo revision and transformation when “drawing on ideas suggested by other
religions” (:12). When true dialogue happens between Chnistianity and African tradivon,
both must expect to be challenged and changed. The community of those in dialogue is
dynamic and evolving, it cannot remain static and uayielding,

This is, essentially, what D’Costa implies as well when insisting that different
religious traditions’ “narrauves of holiness” have the capacity to transform those who
listen to them carefully (1990:24). When Chtistians listen carefully to the narratves of
African tradition, and acknowledge that they may indeed be “narratives of holiness”, they
must not be surprised if they are changed by them. Perhaps D’Costa does what | criticise
and dismiss so vehemendy above, namely cast all religions into a particular mould. After
all, he claims openly that he adopts a Christocentric Trinitanian model for interpreting
religions. And his main contention is that the Holy Spinit — which proceeds from Chnst,
but does not need to be labelled Christian - is at work within and through all sorts of
religious traditions and communities that reflect the true narure of the crucified one, viz.
self-giving, vulnerable love. Is D’Costa’s view a form of Christian imperialism? [ suppose
it could certainly be deemed as such. It could as well be classed inclusivist rather than
pluralist. Yet I tend to accept his reasoning and approach, simply because it suggests that
as a Christan believer one cannot, in reality, disengage oneself from one’s own religious
universe of symbols.

It is, for me, an act of integnity to acknowledge (and not forcibly deny) that I do
believe in the veracity and truth of the Christian gospel, and that this gospel has meaning
and potency beyond the boundaries of the Christian wotld. As I shall discuss in a later
chapter, for me as a Christian theologian, the foundation for reconciliation is the message
of the cross of Christ (see also D’Costa 1990:20-22). If I were to deny this, I would not
be true to my own religious tradition, and indeed to my conscience as a person of faith
and as a theologian.”® Dialogue with African religious traditions does not, after all, mean
that I negate my own system of belief, and deny what is to me wuth and wisdom. To
expect a person studying another religion, be it an anthropologist, sociologist, or
theologian, to suspend his/her own religious identity as if it did not exist, would simply be
asking the impossible. I would argue it is not even desirable, because the richness and
fullness of the fruits of the dialogue can only be tasted if all dialogue partners come to the
table with their gifts and goods, their store of wisdom and “holy narratives”. How can
true community evolve when all involved do not come with openness, both to share and
to receiver

% The fact that I am a Latheran Christian induces me, moreover, to place particular emphasis on the
resources that can be gleaned from Lutheran Christianity, as I have shown n section 1.4.4 above,
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Finally, in reference to Panikkar, I would like to observe that his suggested
enmeshment and interweaving of religious traditions may be desirable in future. However
it is not possible as a starting point in religious dialogue. If we start from a position of
being intertwined it will not be possible to gauge the wisdom of the religious systems
singly and on their own terms. In critical scholarly analysis it is necessary to define in
fairly neat categories who the different partners in dialogue are, what they stand for, and
what differentiates them. Their differences are not to be ignored or swept under the
proverbial carpet from the onset, but are to be identified and investigated. With
Panikkar’s approach there is the danger of not really acknowledging the uniqueness and
therefore the special wisdom that each partner has to offer, and of harmonising
everything to the point of relatvity and non-identty.

As to his rules which should govern inter-religious dialogue, I agree with him that
under all circumstances dialogue should be conducted in a spirit of faith, hope and love.
With this as a guide and standard, the task of dialogical interaction between Christianity
and African tradition can and must bear fruit indeed. This dissertation is an attempt at
showing the potential of such dialogue. My hope is that its fruit will be of value for South
Africans in their quest for social healing and reconciliation.

1.5 African tradition and Christian tradition — the problem of dialogue

1.5.1 Different cosmologies, epistemologies and ontologies: premodem
frameworks vis-a-vis the modern

What those who have already started the process of dialogue between the two bebef
systems in question have realised is that the wotldview and concept of reality of these two
traditions is in some respects vastly different. In his book, Madumo — a man bewstched
{(2000), Adam Ashforth describes the story of his friendship with Madumo, a black man
from Soweto. The book illustrates in a riveting fashion Madumo’s deep existential
struggle with the indigenous African cosmology and the modern/Western worldview.
When accused of witchcraft, Madumo stumbles into an existential crisis which causes him
to feel torn between the two “worlds” to which he belongs.” This struggle is true for
many Africans. Many feel that they are forced to tum from their indigenous ways to a
Euro-centric way of doing things. For some, this is tantamount to self-denial (see Koka
07.07.2004).

It is often said metaphorically of African Christians that they go to church during
the day, and then to the tradidonal healer-diviner at night. They function — and seem to
be comfortable — in both worlds.” Some find it difficult if not impossible to integrate the
two. A quote from African leader Kenneth Kaunda reveals what reflects the reality for
many Africans, viz. that there is “tension created by the collision of two wotld-views,
which I have never completely reconciled” (quoted in Parrat 1996:14). Desmond Tutu
puts it in psychological terms when asserting that the African “suffers from a form of

97 The indigenous or traditional mindset is what Kiogora (1996:24) calls the “village-level ethos”. This ethos
“is a living influence on modern Africa. In most rural areas, these approaches to life are stll evident or in
the subconscious minds of many. They even continue to influence urban dwellers....”

% “Now today the problem is that we are not resorting to our indigenous heritages and cultures. We are
more taken up by the Euro-centsic cultures and we have come to imitate the European way of doing things,
since modemity. And that is your proof that you are civilised. So it is a pity, as you have noted, that in
South Africa we are more European inclined. We are very Euro-centric, and in such a way that we have left
our traditional ways” (Koka 07.07.2004). See also Kiemnan (1990:10).

# According to Qosthuizen (2000:279), “many Africans in [main-line] churches do not wish to lose contact
with traditional approaches because of their meaningful Christan appeal”. They long to bridge the gap
between the two points in tension, i.e. “the world of the modern industrial centre and the known world of
the traditional disposition and orientation”; they wish to overcome the “dualism”, and the “mental and
ethical schizophrenia” in which they find themselves.
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religious schizophrenia” (quoted in Parrat 1996:14). Placide Tempels, researching in the
early half of the last century, already made the observation that many Africans return to
their old religion in times of crisis in their lives (1969:17). “The majority,” he claims,
“semain ‘muntu’ under a light coating of white imitation” (:23).

For Africans, wotldview, ricual and the life of the spirit form part of a whole. In
this context, explain Jean and John Comaroff (1991:152), “worldview” may be described
as a particular “classification of beings and forces, things and actions, space and time”, in
which the universe is conceived of as “a natural order of categories and conventions™
which is “given tangible expression in certain mythic-ritual texts and social contexts”. For
the most part however, it remains “unremarked in the flow of daily life”. Indeed,
traditional African cosmology diffuses itself “throughout the fabrc of social existence”
(:152). Itis not the task of this section to illustrate in detail what work has been done so
far in describing an African cosmology. 1 will merely outline in rough strokes what is key
to African thought and consciousness — some of which is considered foreign and alien to
a Western worldview'”, as I will argue. In chapter 2 1 shall go into more depth
concerning the specific religious notions functional in African tradition and religion.
What, then, are the main tenets and characteristics of the “African traditional” wotldview
which is seemingly a great competitor and alternative to the modern Western
understanding of reality?

Characteristics of an African worldview

There is quite a strong notion amongst some scholars that there is no such thing as an
African worldview and, indeed, that African traditional religion no longer exists as an
entity in itself because of the influence of modernity, Christianity, and the West.'" They
reject what they call an “essentialist” approach which assumes the existence of something
out there that is not already influenced by something else (see, for example, Landau
1995:168; Ngugi 1993:xvi; Aragon 1992:331).'% While I accept that there has been a great
deal of syncretism I reject the idea that there is no such thing as African identty, African
wotldview, and African religion. Many Africans would agree with me. In what follows, 1
attempt to show some of the characteristics of an African worldview — or “Vision of
Reality”, as Ogot (1972:132) prefers to call it. Certain of these characteristics may indeed
be viewed as distinct from “Western” or modern cosmological views.

God, spinits and ancestors

An important feature of an African cosmology is that it includes spirits, ancestors (the
living dead or badimo)'®, and those who act as religious intermediaries (such as medicine-
men and -women, rainmakers, diviners) between the living and the dead and/or the spirit
wotld. Richard Fardon (1990) considers some of the aspects of African traditon that
differ from Western culture as being the acknowledgement of inhuman company, viz. the
dead (1990:34ff) and animals (:39ff), the view of death and pollution (:83ff), and avenues
to the dead (:00ff). Mary Douglas adds to the list of charactertistic features of African
traditional cosmology the belief in vanous kinds of spiritual beings, a supreme being or

100 Certain scholars tend to lump “Westem”, “European” and “Christian” together as a unit. Soyinka
(2000:27) overtly speaks of the “Christian-European axis” of “cultural and spiritual savaging of the
continent” of Africa.

101 “The African world view, as it was known, will never be the same again,” claims Tihagale (1998:17).

192 Another scholar who has a problem with the term “past” tradition or culture is Philippe Denis (see for
example Demis 1995, 2000). According to hum, tradition is reconstructed; it is not a fixed entity. History is
in flux, tradition is “invented”, i.e. it is never inflexible but ever-evolving.

193 Bujo (1992:41) claims that the ancestor-cult was one of the greatest sources of conflicts between
missionary Christianity and African traditional religion. Yet Africans’ relationships to their deceased
community members (or what Westemers erroneously called ancestor “worship™) was wholly misunderstood
and “wrongly approached right from the beginning,” argues Setiloane (1988:17).
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God (Douglas 1976:9), and natural objects associated with spitits (:10). To a traditional
African, it is impossible to conceive of the world without spiritual entities, otherworldly
forces, and the realm of the unseen. Whereas in the modern West people may decide to
be “atheist” or “agnostic”, this is not an option in Africa. The world Africans inhabit is
intrinsically religiously perceived.'

The Supreme Being or God is viewed as inhabiting the “inconceivable fringes of
the world”. God is remote, impersonal, and utterly inexplicable. He/she/it is responsible
for catastrophes such as drought and pestilence, and is indifferent to human intervention
through ritual (Comaroffs 1991:155), i.e. is unapproachable directly by human beings.
Instead, the ancestors play key roles in this respect; they are the mediators between God
and living humans. God is to be approached through badime, who are important members
of the communal fabric (:156).

Rituals, symbols, rites and ceremonies

Ritual plays a very significant role in an African worldview. For Africans, “ritual calls
forth emotions which the group believes are essential for its own continued existence and
the well-being of the individual; it stabilises and channels them” (Sundermeier 1998:53).
Fardon (1990:104ff) identifies rituals of death, annual rituals such as harvest dances or
harvest festivals (:124ff) and rituals involving animals and shedding of blood (:148ff).
Frequently inanimate objects feature in African titual, and there may exist a different
attitude towards trees, medicines, colour etc. during ritual performance (:170ff).

In African cosmology and epistemology symbols are also very important.

In Africa symbols link the past to the present; they link people to their

environment, of which they are a part, and transform them. Symbols are mirrors -

of real life, mirrors of people in society and the cosmos. The symbol, which
points beyond itself, involving many layers of meaning which cannot be grasped
rationally, is the point of contact with ‘transcendence’, the channel for the powers
of the other wotld, which in Africa is so close and so imminent. (Sundermeier

1998:51)

Symbols live from the unity of the visible and the invisible (Wagner 1976:40). “Afncan
symbol formation can be clearly shown in four areas: village architecture, sacsifice, body
symbolism, and medicine” (Sundermeier 1998:42). There is symbolism lodged in bodies
and their secretions, in spaces, colours, etc. (:45).'® Reality becomes accessible through
symbols. Furthermore, one basic characteristic that runs through all African religions is
“the creation of symbols around people™® (:7).

Symbols and tituals are linked. In Africa, titual is an especially forceful mode of
acton; it 1s skilled “wotk”. The Comaroffs (1991:156) define 1t as “the controlled and
stylized manipulation of words, gestures, and substances - techniques, that is, that
concentrated their propertes and powers”. The effectiveness of rituals depends on the
(innate and learnt) competency of ritual performers. The ngaka, or ritual expert, is the
mediator between the domesticated and the wild, living and dead, and functions as the
restorer of the integrity of the disrupted (personal and social) body. The integrity of the
body in turn is based on the proper alignment of the categories of the cosmos (1991:156).

104 See also Bucker’s (1980) investigation of Shona cosmology.

1% 1n Wagner's analysis (1976:50) of Abaluya nitual, for example, principle symbols used in fituals are
animals or parts of animals, strips of skin of an animal, meat of an animal, blood, sacrficial shrines for
ancestors, stroking with a fowl, the stomach contents of animals, flour paste, beer and/or spittle. Other
symbolic features may include the colour white, the right hand side, even numbers, honey, early moming
(before sunrise), virginity, flowing water, certain wild plants (for example, a certain plant is considered a
symbol of peace; it is drunk in 2 concoction “when performing rites of reconciliadon”), fire and smoke,
butter and shaving the hair (:51, 52). Furthermore, places may have symbolic or ritual meaning,

106 “This is an element clearly distinguishing them from Indian and Chinese religions with their symbols
based on cosmology,” adds Sundermeier.
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Therefore one can argue that rituals in Africa are inherently communal. They
serve to exert social control and uphold stability (Sundermeier 1998:53). It could be
argued that the maintenance of social and natural harmony and the expression of social
values occur in and through ritual (Wagner 1976:48). Indeed, “rites of reconciliation
between individuals or groups (including peace-making ceremonies) ... finally aim at
testoring an impaired ritual status to its normal level” (:49). Effectively, ritual has a
significant social function (Taylor 1965:86).

African ritual is “ultimately directed towards new life” (Sundermeier 1998:89).
Rituals are usually observed when life is under serious threat or peril, i.c. in times of crists.
They have the function of leading individuals “through the tunnel of threat into life
beyond, giving them a new status in tune with the community. In this way, ritual becomes
a healer for individuals and a regulator of public life. Ritual brings about change” (:92).
The Comaroffs (1991:162) insist that tituals and rites “along with other symbolic action
that addressed and redressed social tensions” can and do hold at bay contradictions and
perceived malevolent or chaotic forces present in the world.

There ate countless rituals relating to wotk, community and the state. Elaborate
life-cycle rituals and rites of passage, which include status-changing tituals (Sundermeier
1998:56), citcumcision (:59ff) and marriage (:69ff) also feature prominently in African
traditional society.'” Rituals surrounding death (e.g. mourning rituals) abound. Among
the Lovedu, 2 fire ritual is performed when the queen has died. This ritual involves
extinguishing all fires in the land with purificatory rain medicine from the official keeper
at the capital (Krige 1976:65). There are, as well, cleansing or purification rituals which
may involve propitiatory offerings, for example the ritual “washing of the village” after
musfortune has befallen it (Tempels 1969:149).

In chapter 2 I will consider African rital theory and practice in more depth and
detail. Suffice it here to acknowledge the importance of rituals and symbolic actions in
African ontology and cosmology.

Magic, sorcery and evil
Most Afnicans would agree that mystical power, magic, witchcraft and sorcery are
prominent features of an African traditional worldview.' Placide Tempels describes
“Bantu ontology” rather pejoratively as “the philosophy of magic” as opposed to the
Western philosophy of reason (1969:39). The supreme value in African consciousness is,
he argues, “life, force, to live strongly, or vital force” (:44). “Force, the potent life, vital
energy are the objects of prayers and invocations to God, to the spirits and the dead, as
well as of all that is usuvally called magic, sorcery or magical remedies” (:45). The world of
life force is inhabited by God, human beings — living and departed —, anitmnals, plants, and
minerals. Since being is force, all these “beings™ appear to the African as forces (:56).
Sorcery and metaphysical evil are part of the world (:126), and often propitiatory
offerings, ritual purification (:149), or divination (:150) are necessary to cutb the evil.
Related to the forces of the unknown is the concept of wwrnaga, the skilled use of
power concentrated in persons and objects. It is the ability to manipulate forces of
nature, and often involves the use of medicines and plants (Krige 1976:61). Traditional
doctors, #aga, are practitioners of sunqga, and are either directly possessed or guided by an
ancestor to identify or “smell out” evil or sorcery (:62). Ancestors therefore have a key
role to play in the curbing of misfortune, frequently believed to be caused by witchcraft or
sorcery. They can be approached through offerings, prayer, use of objects, or medicine,
mostly through practices conducted by the intermediary, the n4gs. Ancestors may be

167 See also Mbiti (1970, 1975, 1990).
108 So-called witcheraft and sorcery represented a major source of conflict between colonial Christianity and
African traditional religion (Bujo 1992:41).
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capricious and do not want to be neglected (:63), which is why appeasement activity is
crucial.

In her book, Natural Symbols (1970)'”, the anthropologist Mary Douglas analyses
many different social groups from all over the world. Douglas’ investigations lead her to
conceptualise four categories of human society."® African indigenous societies fall into
one of the four “types” of societies Douglas exemplifies, viz. those whose pervasive
feature is a “witchcrafi cosmology” (:106)'". The four basic traits of any “witchcraft
cosmology” are, according to Douglas, “the idea of the bad outside and the good inside,
the inside under attack and indeed in need of protection, human wickedness on a cosmic
scale, and these ideas used in political manipulation” (:114).

In societies with a witchcraft cosmology, evil (as well as good) is perceived “on a
cosmic scale”. Evil is not only seen as individual “sin”, but as a whole complex network
of wicked forces acting on human beings. There is always the potentiality of a malevolent
force entering a human person and misguiding her/him to do evil. It is, therefore not
merely the person who chooses to be and do evil, but a transcendent force of evil which
works through the person. Of course this exaggerates the implications and effects evil
can have. Societies with such a wotld-view often accuse persons of witchcraft, sorcery
and/or demon-possession. The concept of evil is so pervasive and precarious, as well as
unpredictable and uncontrollable, that channels have to be found to deal with it in
humanly possible terms. Thetefore people are singled out and identified with this evil,
because the community is thereby able to “control” the forces of evil — at least for a short
while, and feel tiumphant over a force which otherwise (generally) weighs down heavily
on the society. Purifying a witch or exorcising a demon are ways in which 2 community
can exert temporal control over a perceived giant power, which in turn makes the
community feel victorious, relieved and strong for a little while. In such communities it
indeed happens that a person acting abnormally is deemed “possessed” or “bewitched”
and a social nitual is performed to exorcise or cleanse the person, and to banish -
therefore temporarily control and manipulate — the evil which is otherwise dangerously
uncontrollable. (Crossing Witcheraft Barriers 2003)

Effectively, African cosmology is “a two-tiered arrangement of unobservables™
{Horton 1971:101). It represents an example of “an ordered and just world in which evil,
being held to express itself largely in witchcraft and sorcery, is outlawed and criminal, and
in which good ultimately tiumphs” (Krge 1976:75). The greatest and most devastating
source of evil is identified as witchcraft and sorcery, brought about directly by humans
(:73). Among the Lovedu in South Africa, evil is associated with heat, whereby heat and
cold are symbolic conceptual categories.'”> The proper antidote to evil is the use of
cooling medicines (;69).

It must be emphasised that in all cases, “concepts of natural luck, accident, and
omens are linked with human relationships” (:73). Good relations bring good luck, bad

10? See also Douglas’ Perity and Danger (1966). :

119 These categories ate represented schematically on a graph with two axes, namely “grid” and “group”
{1970:59). The “grid” factor of a society is its level of organisation, structure and role-differentiation, while
the “group” component refers to the boundaries of the society, how the “inside” and “outside” are defined.
111 Such social groups she describes as having a high “group” factor, but a low “grid” factor (1970:106).
Since the “grid™ is low there is “ambiguity in the patteming of roles” (:107) and social structures are ill-
defined. On the other hand, the “group” classification is high which implies restricted “movement in and
out”, and “unavoidably close” (:108) interaction among members of the community which often causes
“disorderly competition”, “hazards and frostration produced by fellow humans™ (;109) and a “cosmos
dominated by ill-will and jealousy” (:111). Itis not surprising that under such circumstances (belief in)
witchcraft is a widespread phenomenon. A number of communities function according to the witchcraft
cosmology, some overtly — such as some African indigenous communitics — and some covertly ~ such as
certain fundamentalist religious groups.

12 I fact, many Southern African ethnic groups associate heat with evil, and therefore consider “cooling
substances” to be of great ritual worth. This will be discussed in more depth in chapter 2.
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relations bad luck. “The Lovedu conceive mabava (a force which brings illness) as
following automatically from the bad relationship between important kin” (:73). The
removal of the source of mabava, which brings about reconciliation and restores social
harmony, is effected by the ancestors who step in to remove the illness at the request of
the aggrieved party. Forde (1976:xi), too, insists that

where guilt is ascribed to the sufferer of misfortune that misfortune tends to be

atuibuted to supernatural beings — to gods and ancestral or other spirits, symbolic

guardians of the moral order, whose anger has inflicted punishment. But where
the context of misfortune does not elicit guilt on the part of the sufferer, then the
injurious desires of others, of evil spirits and malevolent human beings, tend to be
invoked. Where malevolence from other persons is feared, magical
instrumentalities — powers of witchcraft and sorcery — can be attributed without
contradiction from experience or logic.

Evil in Africa is an anthropological reality. Tempels (1969:121) defines evil thus,
“Every act, every detail of behaviour, every attitude and every humnan custom which
militates against vital force or against the increase of the hierarchy of the ‘munt’ is bad.
The destruction of life 1s a conspiracy against the Divine Plan, ... it is for that reason
immoral and unjust.” Evil frequently has its origins in human beings (Comaroffs
1991:190). Witches and sorcerers are seen as the prime bringers of evil (:194)', while -
on the opposite side — the defenders of morality are diviners and medicine-men and -
women (:198).'"* These experts are people who possess “a clearet than usual vision of
natural forces and their interaction”, who have “the power of selecting these forces and of
directing them towards a determinist usage in particular cases” and who become what
they are only because they have “been ‘seized’ by the living influence of a deceased
ancestor ot of a spirit” and have been ritually initiated into a particular office (Tempels
1969:86).

Among the Tswana, sorcery is frequently associated with the bush, #agg, in contra-
distinction to the town, mefse. Motse is conceptually linked to civilisation, order and
normality, while #aga represents savagery, the “threatening realm of spirits, plants and
animals of unruly potential” (Comaroffs 1991:153). Disruption of civilisation is caused by
sorcery (boloi) or polluton (borhithe), unleashed undomesticated spints (medimo) or ancestral
punishment {(badimo); lastly, if no other cause can be found, modimo, the supreme being,
may be deemed responsible (Comaroffs 1991:157).

As in every human society, in traditional Africa misfortune demands explanation
and treatment. This process involves at least one rirual expert'”®, who through divination
identifies the cause and the circumstance of the evil. In order for evil, witchcraft and
sorcery to be sought out and stifled, the community depends on medicine, and medicinal
practtioners, healers or doctors. These are, to use Western categories, not only health
experts, but also religious experts in that their task is not only to remedy external wounds
or illness, but to assist in the re-establishment of relations between humans and
sometimes spirit beings (Douglas 1976:7). Indeed observable calamities are seen as the
result of disorder and malice in the spiritual sphere, and to deal only with the ourward
symptoms is not going to solve the underlying problem. Through “open-ended oracular
conversations” healers and clients are enabled to “exchange interpretations of events and
relations and thus to subsume chaotic, usually painful, experience into available symbolic
categories” (Comaroffs 1991:157). Even though the procedure often involves only the
titual healer and his/her client(s), it is seen as a process directly or indirectly affecting the
entire community. What happens behind the closed doors of the ditual expert’s

113 Tempels (1969:126) asserts that sorcery is one of the great crimes of destruction, and represents a high
form of wickedness,

114 See also Danfulani (2000:97).

115 For instance, sgaka (or naga) or baroka, a special class of “doctors of the nation™ responsible for sain rites,
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consuling room, is both a private and a public affair. Indeed, in Africa, there is no real
distinction between the private and the public domains.

Misfortune, also that which is caused by sorcery, necessitates healing. Healing
involves a practice or process “in which cultural forms may be realigned, symbols given
renewed value, established practices extended or transformed™ (Comaroffs 1991:157). In
a context where ritual action can be either beneficent (bongaka) or destructive (sorcety,
boloi), bongaka, or “‘good ritual medicine” can comptise “healing or constituting” (go alafa)
or “strengthening, affirming, reproducing” (g tbaya) (:157). For healing g0 alafa divination
is required to define the malady and its source, and treatment to reverse the condition.
The reversal of misfortune is usually focussed on personal affliction, but is nevertheless
seen as crucial for regenerating the social order at large, because “afflicion — whether
wrought by sorcerers, vengeful ancestors, or careless polluters” is correlated with
contravention of the social order; its repair inevitably involves “an authoritative
reinstatement of that order” (:158). The other aspect of beneficent ritual action is go #haya
which aims at affirming or renewing the structure of the social world primarily through
fixed or commemorative rites, e.g. the establishment of settlements, redrawing of
boundaries around homesteads, redefinition of status at moments of passage or
celebradon of the agricultural cycle. Its focus is on communal reconstruction, but also on
the reconstitution of the community’s individual participants (:158).

Tempels (1969:144) agrees that emphasis on the restitution of evil represents the
re-establishment of the ontological order and of the vital forces that have been disturbed
— ultimately the re-establishment of life. What might have been undone through
witchcraft or other forms of evil is repaired by readjustment into right and vital
relatonships (:154), often — as remarked above — by means of ceremonies, rituals and
symbolic acts (:155), and under the guidance of a ritual expert or religious healer.*

Personbood and community

African cosmology is anthropocenttic in the sense that its prime focus is on the life and
being of humankind (Tempels 1969:64).""" African psychology and anthropology is
strongly relationship-oriented, and communal in nature (:95ff). There exists no
conceptual separation of body and soul (:96). Sundermeier asserts “African consciousness
lives from the law of relationships and analogous participaton” (1998:49). Life

is always mediated life, pointing beyond itself. It ponts to the group, with which

the person shares their name and being, and to god himself.... A person’s life is

not confined to the private sphere, but is interwoven with the life of everybody

clse. The life of the whole clan is present in it, as is the life to come. (:12)
The motto in African anthropology and indeed its entire cosmology can be summarised as
“] participate, therefore I am”'"® (Sundermeier 1998:19), and is undoubtedly a witness to
Africans’ intrinsic communalism and sense of belonging to and togetherness of the group.
Indeed, “the individual” is an abstraction, and an individual separated from the
community is almost a non-entity (Taylor 1965:78, 83). The much-quoted slogan
connected to ubuntu (ubuniu ubuntu ngabantu — a person is a person because of people) also
bears witness to African communal self-understanding and identity.'"’

Such a communal idea of life usually involves a strong sense of order and
conventionality in society. Social roles ate clearly defined and kept intact, which often
means that there exists a relatively rigid social as well as religious hierarchy (Tempels
1969:61; Taylor 1965:84). This pertains to gender role divisions as well (Douglas 1976:4-

U6 See also Maimela (1991:7-8).

117 The Aftican understanding of 2 person was one of the greatest sources of conflict between missionary
Christianity and Afcican traditional religion, claims Bujo (1992:41).

118 This is distinctive from the Western anthropology which is based on the ragonalist motto, cgite erpo sum —
“I think, therefore 1 am”.

119 Refer to section 2.2.3 for 2 more detailed discussion of these topics.
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6). The good ordering and functioning of society is of utmost importance, and there are
therefore a plethora of rules of behaviour, including taboos (Douglas 1976:24-26), which
individuals need to obey in order to maintain good relations (between the spiritual, human
and natural worlds) (:12-13). The goal of social regulations and roles is to enable and
sustain harmony in the community (:14).

"~ Afnican traditional society thus also has set patterns of prestige and status (Wagner
1976:35), and modes of responsibility and duty (Taylor 1965:90). There is a notzon held
by most communities that the natural and social order form a coherent whole (Wagner
1976:43), and deviations from or violations of this god-created order calls for punishment
and social chastisement. In some cases, the position of the king, queen, or chief is
considered to be divinely sanctioned (Knge 1976:55). In the case of the divine and sacred
queenship of Mujaji, for instance, the rain queen “is accordingly the pivot of the nodal
institations of the society” (:58) and demands tributes for land, protection and rain. In
this social setting, ancestors and the rain queen share benevolent power over society, and
ensure the smooth workings of the society if the people live according to the given rules
and norms.

Scholars have found that there exists a connection between health and moral
social order, morality and mortality (Comaroffs 1997:334), as already suggested above.
Affliction is viewed in terms of prevailing social relations (:343). 11l health or misfortune
and its remedy are “not limited to the workings of material substances”; indeed the
chemistry of medicine extends “as well to natural and social processes” (:344). For this
reason, African anthropology and sociology places great emphasis on issues surrounding
health and healing. An individual’s body which is suffering from an ailment is a pointer
to, or a reflection of, a greater ailment, an ailment which is {perhaps hidden, or only subtdy
perceivable) in the broader body of the family, clan, or community.

As alluded to above, in the case of social misfortune befalling the community, it is
of greatest importance to identify which relationships have been damaged and why, and to
re-forge these relationships. The assumpuion is, of course, that all calamity is caused by
social rifts or deviations from the natural social order (i.e. behaviour that undermines dus
order). This is why, during or after 2 calamity, what 1s desired is “appeasement, not the
hardening of animosites that accusations occasion” (Ktige 1976:74). Almost all
adversities befalling humans, “whether sickness, batrenness, lightning that strikes men
(sic), huts, or cattle, failure of an individual’s crops, or death of his (sic) children,” are
caused by “hatred and envy,” i.e. by social relationships gone awry (:75). Krige indeed
claims that the greatest source of all evil among the Lovedu is “envy and jealousies” in
people, and this is in line with the emphasis on the importance of good relationships
between human beings (:75). Put stmply, bad relations and non-fulfilment of obligations
between kin causes misfortune or illness. And it is the task of legal or ritual authoriges to
assist in the overcoming of animosity, and the restoration of friendly and respectful
relations. In the resolution of quarrels or conflicts the “fundamental objective is the re-
establishment of the relations that have become broken or strained” (:77).

Forde (1976:xi) agrees that in African society “the reaction to misfortune and
apprehension is to take stock of the past conduct and social relations both of those
concerned and of others towards them”. In this light, it becomes obvious why in African
society ethics can be regarded as being grounded on one key principle — respect for and
right relationship with the neighbour (Sundermeier 1998:174). The basic ethical values
are, according to Sundermeier, (1) to be “good company”, i.e. not to be a loner, but
community-oriented, (2) to have reverence for humanity and display respect, and (3) to
strive by all means for the power to enhance and strengthen life (:177).

Indeed, for Africans life is regarded as a sacred gift. Life belongs to God, or the
Supreme Being, the creator. God calls it into being, strengthens and sustains it. Itis
God’s gift to humanity, and all other living beings. Yet creatures other than human
beings, which “according to Bantu ideas, are lower or higher vital forces, exist in the
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divine plan only to maintain and cherish the vital gift made to man (sic)” (Tempels
1969:120). Every human being “is an active causal agent who exercises vital influence”
(:103), and plays a part in the maintenance and well-being of the life of the entire cosmos.
Therefore one may also claim that the Afnican is a holistic human being, who recognises
and reveres the multi-dimensions of life and its profound depths (Oosthuizen 1991:39;
Taylor 1965:96). Africans focus on relationships rather than on propositions (Oosthuizen
1991:40), and for this reason foster synthetic rather than analytical thinking (:41). The
perceived interdependence of reality leads to a social stance of involvement and
participation (:41), rather than apathy or disinterest.

African traditional politics

Krige (1976:59) asserts that the great principles of social and political obligation of the
South Banw tribes in Southern Africa involve “not force but reciprocity, not
administrative machinery but ties of sentiment, not inflexible rules but agreement”. The
Comaroffs argue that African poliical community has a “dualistic quality: structured yet
negotiable, regulated by conventional rules and practices yet enigmatical, fluid, and full of
internal strifes” (1991:128). For Africans, politcs, the economy, spirituality, society, and
cosmology are indivisible, and are all part of the entrety of the web of human interaction
and cosmic existence. Therefore it is almost impossible to speak of African politics in
isolation from African economics, religiosity and spirituality, personhood and society.

Most African communities have a centralised order of society, yet interpretations
of that order remain fluid. An administrative hierarchy normally exists, with the chiefdom
at its core as a necessary condition for civil society (Comaroffs 1991:129). The
microelements of political and social life are family households (:132) and marriages
(:138), the latter being very different from Western marriages in their ethos. Political life
is structured on a pattern of symbolic dominance — of chiefship over periphery, agnatic
politics over matrilateral kinship, cattle over agriculture, men over women, etc. —in a
hierarchical, centralised society (:152€f). Human inequalities and role distinctions are
grounded in natural and biological differences (:153). The world of the dead is seen as a
projection of the dominant model of social relatons among the living (:153). As already
mentioned, the ancestors represent a communal presence. They are an active source of
power and punishment in the propagation of the household, and they legitimise activities
of the public domain (:154). In the case of the Tswana, the cult of the dead

made agnatic rank and royal control the elements of an inscrutable cosmic order.

The badimo were guarantors of civil society and centralized political authority,

standing in contrast to those undomesticated beings, probably known as medimo,

left unburied in the wild. Such persons — bush dwellers and those who died

“unnaturally” through violence — never joined the ancestral collecavity. They

were not tied by moral or ritual links to the social wortld, and they acted toward

the living with capricious nastiness. These undomesticated spirits came to
embody ngga nature, unpredictable and unknown, rank and menacing. (:155)
So it is that the badimoe are to be viewed as the guardians of motse, i.e. town, civil society,
administrative hierarchy, ordered community, and harmonious relationships. Medimo are
seen as a threat to mofse — they undermine social and political stability and overall human
welfare. As a result, political and social survival implies the necessity of triumph of motse
over naga and badimo over medimo.

In other words, Aftican political activity, which can hardly be separated from
social, religious and economic activity, has one main underlying function: the maintenance
of motse in defiance of and opposition to the forces of unruliness, injustice and chaos.
This involves efforts to enable and uphold good and stable relationships among the
members of the community. In order to maintain such stability and harmony, the forces
of disorder and chaos, exemplified by unpredictable nature, menacing spirits and sorcery,
have to be kept at bay. The ancestors are key to the maintenance of this subtle balance of
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relations, as is the careful monitoring of human interactions and communication which
implies soctal control and regulation.

Historically, Aftican tribal communities have had a long history of political
interacton, often based on trade relatons. Various forms of exchange and alliance (e.g.
through rimal experts, cattle, marital partners, military) were practiced, and in some cases
there existed a complex network of links within and beyond the region (Comaroffs
1991:161). Other political-economic activity that can be evidenced is the existence of
trade, tariffs, and tribute payments (:161), warfare and raiding (:164), as well as migranons
{as for example during the 1820 Difaqane in South-Eastern Africa) (:167).

Unity of the universe

Africans hold that created beings “preserve a bond one with another, an intimate
ontological relationship, comparable with the causal te which binds creature and
Creator”. There is constant “interaction of being with being, that is to say, of force with
force” (Tempels 1969:58). Therefore, belief in a unified, holistic universe of relationships
underlies an Afncan wotldview {Taylor 1965:63). Relationships among the living and the
dead, the animate and the inanimate, the human and the inhuman (i.c. spirit) are part of
the whole. Indeed, all beings are connected to one another and seen as kin (Taylor
1965:63). As stated, intermediaries, who communicate between different spheres of
being, ate necessarily part of this cosmology and its smooth functioning. Diviners,
healers, and other spiritual personages are key to the interaction of the various realities
(Tempels 1969:86)."* In terms of beliefs concerning evil and misfortune, Tempels argues
that Africans’ view is distinct from the modern scientific view (6121, 126-128, 139,141-
144). Essentially, evil is injustice towards God and the natural order, often seen as a
particular offence against the ancestors (:142), i.e. it is a violation of the harmony and the
wholeness of the universe. Restitution of evil effects the re-establishment of the
ontological order and of the vital forces that have been disturbed; it is the re-
establishment of life (:144). Such a view again emphasises the holistic approach to life in
African cosmology.

Sundermeier similarly insists that African consciousness is holistic, that reality is
not seen as “lying beyond the material world, but ... reveals itself in it”. There exists a
powerful spintual world, “yet the wellspring of life lies in the given material world”
(1998:9). The African gives prionity to what is external, “because we participate in the
wotld only through our body; our spinit is ultimately maternial rather than immatenal, and
cannot be imagined as detached from matter”. This reveals the “multi-faceted African
view of body and soul as being mutually interdependent” (:10). As a result, “A person’s
life is not confined to the private sphere, but is interwoven with the life of everybody
else” (:12).

Africans similarly make no division between the sacred and the profane. The
dictum “where there is life, there is transcendence” points to what Sundermeier calls a
“sacramental dimension to life” (:13). Further dichotomies underlying the modern
Western cosmology are not present in an African wotldview. For example there is no
sharp distinction between church and state (Comaroffs 1991:311). Instead, in the
example of the Tswana, state or “government” {bogest)

evoked the total, indivisible fabric of authority that regulated social and material

life — embodied in the chief, spiritualized in the ministrations of the ancestral

realm, signified in the conventions of mekgwa, and realised in the proper conduct
of all communal activity. For the Europeans, on the other hand, it applied purely

12 See also Danfulani (2000:97).
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to formal proceedings in the public domain and to matters concerning the wotldly

authority of the ruler. (:257)'"

In agreement with Tempels, Sundermeier claims that “preserving life is the real
purpose of all religious activity” (1998:14). And this “life” constitutes continuity (:15),
community (:17), interdependence through participation (:18-19), and potendality — “the
internal potential of life to grow, the ideal being the harmonious balance of all forces”,
material and spititual, seen and unseen, animate and inanimate (:19). The universe is the
intricate net of powers and forces that struggle and interact to make survival possible.
Tempels (1969:67) overstates the issue rather bluntly, “The Bantu universe is a chaotic
tangle of unordered forces blindly struggling with one another.”

Africans believe there are ways of ordening the world, of making it manageable,
and keeping chaos at bay. Cosmic order operates on a number of levels: (1) the social
level (as has been discussed above), (2) the expressive, poetic level, which shapes the
aesthetics of a society, as well as its creativity and celebration, (3) the cognitive,
educational function which focuses on the maintenance of values and ancient knowledge,
(4) ways of structuring space, i.e. sacred and secular, public and private, (5) the legal
dimension which includes mainly uncodified law, and (6) the religious level which seeks to
“make the invisible visible” (Sundermeier 1998:54-55). These dimensions of cosmic order
and functioning are not to be seen in isolation from, but as intricately connected to, one
another.

There are many signs in African life that point to the fact that the human being is
seen as dependent upon (Sundermeier 1998:104), or rather inter-dependent with, the rest
of the cosmos. For example, Sundermeier suggests that ritual slaughter, reliance upon
certain medicines, and some forms of representing ancestors displays humans’ attachment
to ammals (:108). Totemism, too, exemplifies the perceived bond which exists between a
certain animal and a clan (:114). Reliance on herbs and plants and their potency for
healing and ritual implies the Africans’ respect for and connection to the vegetable world.
Ancestor veneration (:120ff), spint possession (:136), and the belief in unconstrained and
unconditional beings, e.g. divinities (:148) and the all-embracing God (:159), all reveal that
the African sees him/herself as part of a wider context which includes all beings.

Tempels argues that the African leitmotf, or supreme value, is “life, force, to live
strongly, or vital force” (Tempels 1969:44). This means that any “illness, wound or
disappointment, all suffering, depression, or fatigue, every injustice and every fallure: all
these are held to be, and are spoken of by the Bantu as, a diminution of vital force” (:46).
Humans can renew their vital force “by tapping the strength of other creatures” (:49).
Moteover, “being is that which possesses force” (:51), which means that everything that &
can exert force (:52). As a result, the universe is a complex interweaving of forces, and
not a static reality (:53).

As suggested above, these forces at work in the universe exist in hierarchy
(Tempels 1969:61), the tip of which is represented by the supreme God/Spirit/Creator.
The “first fathers of men” (archipatriarchs) are high up in the hierarchy, and are the most
important chain binding humans to God. In rough strokes the cosmological hierarchy
consists of spiritualised beings, the dead, and the living (:61). Among these three
categories there are further distinctions, ¢.g. superior and lesser spiritual beings,
malevolent and benevolent spirits, vegetable, animal and human among the living, etc. All
in all, however, the created universe is centred on humans. “The present human

121 As 2 result, for Afticans the church and royal court came to be seen as two foci of authority — both with
seligious and political influence (:263). No cleat distinction was made, as well, between the missionary and
the politician, nor, for that matter, between the missionary and the ritual expert. Church leaders’ power was
seen in both religious and political terms, which often led to Africans’ failure to distinguish berween
religious ceremonies and political ceremonies (:260, 269).
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generation living on earth is the centre of all humanity, including the world of the dead”
(:64).

According to Tempels, there are three general laws of vital causality that regulate
the forces of the universe as they interrelate. Firstly, a human being, whether alive or
deceased, “can directly reinforce or diminish the being of another” human being (:67).
Secondly, “vital human force can directly influence inferior force-beings” such as animals,
plants or objects. Thirdly, a rational being can act indirectly upon another rational being
through the intermediacy of an inferior (i.e. animal, vegetable, or mineral) force (:68).
Vital human force does not depend upon itself, but is and remains essentally dependent
upon its elders, the deceased, “so the power to know is, like being itself, essentially
dependent upon the wisdom of the elders” (:73). Such relationships, “vital influences of
the dead upon the living”, are a common and natural occurrence, and can be deemed the
normal ordering of events in a universe where there is free-flowing interaction between all
spheres of existence (:88).

Oosthuizen agrees that an African worldview is essenaally “open, incomplete,
changing ... it is unlimited in its qualitative varieties and is truly mysterious; this world is
restless, a living and growing otganism, always pregnant with new developments for the
furure”. It is not 2 closed or static system, which implies that in it “action, event, and
change are emphasized more than substance and fixity” (Oosthuizen 1991:36). He adds
that the “African traditonal approach with its holistic emphasis has much to give to the
modern world with its closed, limited, merely ratonalist disposition” (:48). Indeed,
African cosmology displays “sensitivity to the depth of human existence” (:49) — an
existence which sees itself as part of a harmonious, unified whole, but does not necessarily
regard itself as superior to or in control of this unity.

This holisac view of reality does not categorise the spheres of life as neatly as the
Western mind is in the habit of doing. Religion is as much part of life as, say, politics, or
the family, or health or economic matters are. It is not to be severed and categorised
apart from the ordinary goings-on of society. Mulago explains that for the indigenous
African

religion is a complex of ideas, feelings, and rites based on: belief in two worlds,

visible and invisible; belief that both worlds involve community and hierarchy;

belief in the intersection of the two wortlds, the transcendence of the invisible
world in no way contradicting its immanence; belief in a Supreme Being, Creator,

and Father of all that exists. (1991:119)

Traditional black African religion can be regarded as based on four essendal
elements, “unity of life and participation; belief in the enhancement ot diminution of
beings and the interaction of beings; symbol as the principal means of contact and union;
an ethic that flows from ontology” (Mulago 1991:120). African religion is not based on
rational thought (Taylor 1965:18), but on experiences that form the core of human life
and vitality (:51), experiences that involve all forms of life and existence.'”

For Tony Balcomb, the value of the pnimal wotldview lies in its “holism,
spirituality, and inclusiveness” and its “epistemnology that nurtures faith, encourages story,
believes in revelation, and allows for flexibility and adaptation” (Balcomb 2003:14)'*. He
explains that the “vitalistic cosmology” found among indigenous peoples of Africa allows
for the numinous, it allows “the world to ‘disclose itself to vs...”. It also allows for
personification (instead of objectification) of forces in the world (:5)'**. In an African
concept of reality thete is “unity between subject and object, observed and observer, God
and wotld, knower and known”, interconnectedness of all being and oneness of the

122 Refer to section 2.2.1 for a more elaborate discussion of these topics.

12 Balcomb (2003:6,13) indeed insists that the primal wotldview critiques and challenges the modern.
Moreover, he shows how aspects of a premodem frame of reference correlate with 2 post-modern one.
12 Africans comprehend the universe and natuse as “thou”, and not as “it” (:11-12).
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universe (:7). It adheres to the idea of vital participation, i.e. «buntx instead of the
Cartesian cogito ergo sum (:8). An African worldview is open and vulnerable with respect to
the transcendent, the “other” and the novel. Humankind is considered to participate in
the transcendent (:9). Alien systems of thought are absorbed instead of rejected offhand.
For this reason African cosmology is often labelled syncretistic (:10; Setiloane 1986:9-

11'%),

In sum, unlike their modern counterparts, human beings who adhere to a ptimal
or premodern worldview share a sense of kinship with nature. They are shaped by a sense
of interdependence with all the forces of the universe. They have a spiritual view of life,
and acknowledge the existence of a spititual world of powers and beings, a personalised
universe in which the “appropriate question is not what causes things to happen but who
causes things to happen”. Human beings can enter into relationship with the spirit world.
Yet humankind is also finite and weak “and in need of a supernatural power” (Balcomb
2003:6). Premodern people hold a belief in the afterlife and maintain respect for
ancestors. They live in a sacramentally perceived universe “where there is no dichotomy
between the physical and the spidtual and where the physical can act as a vehicle for the
spiritual” (:7)'%.

Above I have shown in form of a brief overview what some of the main themes of an
African cosmology entail.'’” In section 2.2 I will further analyse the African traditional
worldview as a foundation for a reconciliatory view of reality. Many aspects of an African
indigenous worldview can be considered to be alien to modern Western thought (see, for
example, Koka 07.07.2004). Chnstianity was, and in most cases still is, usually associated
with a European (or Western) wotldview'®, which is the root and the offshoot alike of
modernity.'” This worldview is one which has been shaped by the forces of the
enlightenment age', i.e. by the conceptual ideals of rationalism, empiricism and scientific

13 Setiloane concurs that an African worldview is open and fluid as opposed to the European one. It was
able to condone and absorb the symbols of the missionaries and colonisers, which often caused it to be
categorised as syncretistic.

12 Balcomb refers here to Turner’s six-feature analysis of the poimal worldview.

177 For further descriptions and discussions of an African worldview, and analyses of common African
indigenous ideas about kinship, social stracture, God, spirits, ancestors, myths, economics, totemism, the
ancestral cult, medicine, secret societies, symbolism, the material and non-material wotld, diviners and
sorcerers among others, see also Alverson (1978), Bediako (1995), Blakely et al (1994), Dickson (1984),
Dickson and Ellingworth (1969), Fardon (1990), Mbiti (1990, 1970, 1975), Olowa (1993}, Olupona (2000,
1991), Paris (1994), Pheko (1965), Setiloane {1986) and Sogolo (1994). On a slightly different level, Evans-
Pritchard, in his epic ethnographic work (Nuer Religion, 1956) describes the inner wotkings of an Afncan
indigenous society and its religion. His book on watchcraft, oracles and magic among the Azaade (1976)
also gives valuabie illustrations of an African cosmology. Peires (1989) also offers an insightful narrative
depiction of the clashing worldviews of the West and Africa.

128 “VWesteen-oriented chutches’ sympathy lies with so-called Western modermn thought,” claims Oosthuizen
{2000:279). Bediako (1992:228), too, asserts that Europe has generally been associated with Christendom
and vice-versa. This caused an unfortunate but yet pervasive confusion of Christianisation with
westernisation (:236). European ethnocentrism found its way into Christianity, and the one became the
vehicle of the other. As a result, people adopted “European value-settings for the faith” (:235).

12 In the remainder of this chapter, the terms “Western”, “European”, “modern” and “Christian” will be
used somewhat intecchangeably. This is not to suggest that Christianity is equivalent to a Western,
European or modern view of the world. However, in popular understanding these categories are often
confused and intermingled. It is alse an unfortunate reality that the Christian religion adopted Western
standards (ot was adopted by the West?) and became cast in the frame of reference of modernity.

120 MacMurray {1933) considers some of the “makers of the modern spirit”, starting as far back in history
as Aquinas and Luther. He traces the development of modernity through Newton, Rousseau, Goethe,
Daswin, Nietzsche and Marx, among others. He claims the “modem spirit has its matnx in the middle
ages” — more particularly in the notions of science, humanism and mechanism. In Balcomb’s analysis, the
philosophies of Descartes and Kant represent the two “pillars on which modern philosophy is buile”
(2003:4).
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truth, and by the ideological ideals of capitalism™ and individualism'. The Western
worldview is considered “modernist” because of these trends underpinning it.

According to Balcomb, characteristics of a2 modern scientific worldview are
myriad. He summatises them as “a deist theology, an autonomous ontology, a rationalist
epistemology, a totalitarian politic, and an oudook incapable of conceiving of difference
and diversity” (Balcomb 2003:3). Modernity has brought about the objectfication and
instrumentalisation of the universe, the “de-population” of “spirits, gods, ancestors,
demons, and other personalised occupants of space” (:1)."* God is perceived as single,
simple and unchanging (:2).”* The world is perceived as monolithic and mechanistic.

The Western frame of reference rests on a number of perceived social and nacural
dichotomies (Comaroffs 1997:70), e.g. urban/rural, rational/emotional, scientific/sensory,
male/female.'”™ For this reason, a sharp contrast is perceived to exist between nature and
culture/ civilisation (1997:108)." The Westem segregation of “the word from the wotld
or the concept from the conctete” are other examples of artificial dualisms underlying a
modern Western cosmology, as will be elaborated below (Comaroffs 1991:229)."

The Comaroffs argue that from the early nineteenth century onwards, when
African traditional culture and European “Christian” culture started interacting in South
Africa, there has been growing acknowledgement of “the difference between setiwana and
sekgoa, Tswana and European values or ways” (1991:243). Indeed, sefswana and sekgoa
came to be seen “as distinct ways of knowing and being, each with its own powers and
capacities” (:245). For Africans a situation of relativity of the two realms emerged.
African and European cosmologies coexisted, and appeared to function parallel in the
lives of Africans.

In the above paragraphs I have outlined some of the main features of an African
traditional cosmology, as opposed to modermn Western concepts of reality. Below 1
elaborate on what grounds African and European/Western worldviews differ and,
sometimes, clash. Why is it that the two appear to be, conceptually speaking, worlds

apart?

1.5.2 Further differences between the African traditional and the modern

Jack Goody (1977} is of the opinion that the main differences that exist between
traditional and modern societies are “implicit in the means of communication implied in
the terms ‘oral’ and “written’”, or, simply, the “different processes of transmission”
functional in different societies (:26). Goody argues that the distinguishing terminology

¥ Modernity is “deeply affected by Eurocentric forces — mercantilism, Christianity, civilization — whose
very existence rested on their universalist claims and horizons” (Comaroffs 1997:6). The modem world also
places much emphasis on the Protestant work ethic and embodies the spirit of capitalism (Comaroffs
1991:85). Indeed modemity can be argued to be a product of “the elective affinity, the reciprocality,
between Protestantism and industrial capitalism” (Comaroffs 1997:409). Capitalism and certain brands of
Protestantism, of course, are inherently individualistic. They are also based on the convictons botne by
empiricism, historical positivism, and the scientific method. Moreover, modemity highly teveres the
doctrine of personal self-improvement (Comaroffs 1991:67).

132 The Comaroffs insist that one of the main features that underpin Western modernity is liberal
individualism (1997:396). The Western view of the person is intrinsically individualistic, and is therefore
conttary to the communal, inter-dependent, holistic Afncan model. Balcomb, too, asserts that in the
modem West the personal Self is seen as the starting point of all that is, not God ot the community
(2003:3).

133 “Avistotle’s dews ex machina found its way into Christian tradition.” (Balcomb 2003:2)

134 Such a notion of God tends to lead to faith in a unitary state and absolutist political institutions.

135 “From this long conversation came the stark imaginative dualisms — white/black, Christian/heathen,
sekgoa/ setswana (European ways/ Tswana ways) ~ that developed on both sides of the frontier” (Comaroffs
1997:7).

136 Such inherendy racist and sexist dichotomies led Westerners to view “the datk continent™ as “a woman
despoiled” whereby they also “infanulized it” (:117).

137 See also Balcomb (2003:2).
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ought to be “oral vs. literate” rather than the habitual “tradidonal vs, modem” (:43)."®
The two “systems of thought” in question are not “competing on an equal footing” (:150)
— the crux is the presence or absence of the written or printed word. “Modern” and
“traditional” communities differ mainly on the grounds of the nature of human
communication practiced in them (:151; Landau 1995; Dillistone 1986:76-96; Comatoffs
1991:35-36, 225-227).

Isabel Hofmeyr (1994) argues, too, that a distinguishing featutre of traditional
societies is their reliance on oral communication and performance.'” Orally transmitted
stories, for example, are viewed as “cultural capital” (:32). Hofmeyr even traces resistance
to writing and literacy in her study of a South African indigenous community (:41ff).
Literacy and the written word, as brought by the Europeans, were indeed “oralised” by
the indigenous people (:51)'%. With reference to the import of missionary Christianity
into the African sphere, Hofmeyr posits,

In bringing their everyday cultural resources to bear on the literate edifice of

Christianity, people were not simply trying to make a relatively strange religion

hospitable. They were also trying to protect a way of life and a system of

representation. Coming from societies dominated by the politics of performance,
most people were accustomed to carnivalesque cultural acavities in which the
body played a central part. Missionaries, by contrast, came from a world where

the repression of this culture of physical carnival was recent enough to have left a

climate of distaste and disgust for the things of the body. ... Hardly surprisingly,

then, in their work, missionaries strove to institute the quiet, apparent
incorporeality of text above the robust, physical displays of oral performance. (:51)

Western missionaries had “a textual view of the world”. A part of the reaction
and defence against the Western way of being “was to give body to what the missionaries
decotporealised and ... to reimmerse the book and the text into the corporeal stream of
carnival and spectacle” (Hofmeyr 1994:51). In riposte to this challenge from the side of
the indigenous community, colonialism imposed “the institutional weight of schooling”
which was to “dampen the oral energies of a performance culture and insinuate the
constraining effects of a literate, documentary culture” (:51). The result was that schools
and education (especially through missions) changed the style and place of storytelling and
oral performance (:52). Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the changing
environment in colonial and post-colonial Southern Africa (e.g. through forced removals)
effected changes in performance locality, style, and custom; the “storytelling context
changed” (:99).

Hofimeyr argues that “in losing the architecture of tradition,” which was
structured upon orality and performance, “many people simultaneously lost a political
symbol and a source of historical memory” (:101).

Yet, these demoralising changes notwithstanding, many people have not simply

abandoned traditionalism and its cultural practices. Many royal lineages, for

example, have high commitment to traditional skills, and since many of these were
the first to setde in new villages, they are in a position to keep alive a vestige of the
large, agnatic homesteads that characterised pre-removal settlements and the
cultural practices of such groups. And it is largely within these groups that one
finds the few remaining practitioners of oral historical narrative. (:101)
The will and the energy to remain an oral society, and sustain oral practices, have proven
themselves in numerous African communides, because stories make out the foundation of

138 See also Graham (1987).

1 See also Barber and Moraes Fanas (1989).

0 For example, Hofmeyr claims that “elements of performance like hymn singing and storytelling played a
crucial role in ‘ogalising’ Lutheranism”.
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a society’s consciousness and identity.'' Furthermore, narrative, “after all, is a form
concerned with individuals not circumstances, description not analysis, and the particular
rather than the collective” (Hofmeyr 1994:105). 1t is, in line with Aftican cosmology,
person-oriented and celebrates the centrality of the human being in close association with
her/his group.

It is Hofmeyr’s contention that oral communication, especially through narrative
and performance, is a hallmark of African society and is the bedrock of African
cosmology. She is convinced that narrative provides identity and historical understanding
in African communities (:106). “Narraave, with its complex internal arrangements and
systems of representation, is, in fact, capable of sophisticated, if subtle forms of social
explanation, historical interpretation and cultural exegesis” (:106). This is why oral
performance, natratives and stories, legends and songs, are very important to the African
for his/her self-understanding, and to the outsider for his/her understanding of an
African worldview. Indeed, “Anyone wishing to come to terms with popular
consciousness and the role it plays in political behaviour would do well to pay close
attention to words and stories, granting them an independence that is not inevitably yoked
to a material base” (:181). Investigation of issues revolving around orality and the study
of oral societies “compels us to leave our libraries and make journeys to meet informants,
to speak to them, to hear their stories and to try to understand something of the world in
which they live” (:181).

From the above one may gather, therefore, that Africans place great value on oral
means of communication, as opposed to written or printed codes, and everything these
imply. Itis indeed one of the vehicles of their self-identification and historical
consciousness, and inspires the way they view the wotld. Mbia (1991:59) underlines the
importance of mythology, proverbs and prayers in African traditional religious praxis.
Others even argue that oral instruments of communication, e.g. the drum, can be likened
to the Bible or Quran in its perceived significance and potency (Niangoran-Bouah
1991:81-92).

Mudimbe, too, asserts that in order to study African cosmology and society, one
has to be aware of the various symbols and interpretations of the African past. The task
is one of “natning and metaphorizing” Africa and her symbols (Mudimbe 1994:26), which
are expressed not in written documents but in ancient philosophy, art, and (oral) literature
(:38ff). In this context, Mudimbe raises the problem of what may be deemed the
domestication and the conflict of memories in African history (:105ff). There indeed
exists some “conflict between memories” — of the missionary, coloniser, and the
colonised (:140), and in some cases there are contradicting and competing views of what
happened in Africa, and who Africans are. The problem, of course, is that the colonisers
and missionaries controlled literacy, and what was written and printed. So it is that
literacy and the printing press came to suppress and dominate orality and that which was
spoken and performed.

Especially with reference to the evolution of African att, Mudimbe argues that
there is a struggle “between two traditions”. In Africa, art —~ which includes not only the
visual arts but also audio and performing arts — has often fulfilled the function of what in
the West was fulfilied by the written or printed word. Mudimbe claims that African art
forms have developed in four main categories. One is the category that signals the
survival of traditional styles, second is art inspited by Christian missions (Mudimbe
1994:159), third is souvenir-art produced for consumption by foreign observers, and
fourth is “an emerging new art requiring techniques that were unknown or rare in
traditional African art”. This fourth category brings forth specimens that are “varied in
style”, as it “falls between two stylistic poles, and as a consequence it avoids a close
following of either” (:160). Using art as an example, Mudimbe illustrates “the complexity

141 See for example Balcomb (2000:49-62).
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of the idea of Africa and the multiple and contradictory discursive practices it has
suscitated” (:212), as well as the various reactions to a particular Western-shaped and
Western-informed idea of Africa (:213).

Robin Horton’s book, Patterns of Thought in Africa and the West (1993), is an
investigation of African traditional worldviews vis-a-vis Western paradigms of reality. In
it, Horton attempts to show some features of African thought and views that seem to be
at variance with modern, Western concepts of reality. In his opinion, there exists an
“undeniable distinction between tradidonal and scientfic thinking” (:197). He
summarises the differences as being a magical vs. a non-magical attitude to words (:223),
“ideas-bound-to-occasions” vs. “ideas-bound-to-ideas” (:228), unreflective vs. reflective
thinking (:229), mixed vs. segregated motves (:230), a protective vs. a destructive attitude
towards established theory (:235, 245), divination vs. diagnosis in cases of calamity (:237),
absence vs. presence of experimental method (:241}, and tolerance of ignorance,
acceptance of coincidence, chance, and probability in African tradition (:243). As argued
above, Horton suggests that literacy is also a key distinguishing factor between modemn
and traditional societies (:250). Moreover, when talking of Western mainstream and
African indigenous cosmologies, Horton insists we are talking of two principal modes of
religioug thought, viz, the “generalizing/theoretical” and the “particularistic/narrative”
(:365)."

‘The main feature of Westem thinking — as contrasted to indigenous thinking — is
“basically the quest for unity underlying apparent diversity; for simplicity underlying
apparent complexity; for order underlying apparent disorder; for regularity underlying
apparent anomaly” (Horton 1993:198). The implication is that African tradigonal society
is comfortable with apparent diversity, complexity, disorder and anomaly. According to
Horton, African tradidonal cosmology is comparable to cultures of the early
Mediterranean, Near East and Europe (i.e. “Old World traditional” cultures) (:304).
Contrary to expectation, traditionalist thinking is not necessanly “closed”, but displays
remarkable openness to change (:316)." This suggests that an African worldview is able
to incotporate, adjust, synthesise — in short, freely interact — when faced with other ways
of being. It also suggests that Africans do not necessarily adopt a stance of defensiveness
and exclusion when other ways of thought enter their sphere of reference.'*

1.5.3 Historical interaction between African tradition and modern Christian culture
In a discussion of the differences between the traditional African and the modem
Western wotldviews, one must take account of the fact that there has in fact been much

M2 See also Horton's essay “African Conversion™ (1971:81-108), as well as Child and Child (1993), Olupona
(2000), and Sogolo (1994). Niimbetger (2002:438) asserts, “Traditonalism perceives reality to be a complex
flow of dynamistic power which can be channelled through rituals to the benefit of the community, or
through sorcery to the detriment of the community. Modernity is geared to the assumption that reality is
structured according to natural laws which can be researched by science and manipulated by technology.
Traditionalism believes in the flow of the life force of the extended family through the male lineage,
resulting in a patriarchal hierarchy. Modemity believes in the emancipation of the individual from all
external authorities. Traditionalism demands submission, modernity competitiveness. In terms of social
psychology, tradidonalism is characterized by dependency, modemity by inferionty.”

13 “Despite its conservatism, such thinking has an essentially ‘open’ character” (Horton 1993:317). The
Comaroffs (1997:27) similarly argue, “Contrary to the way in which ‘non-Western® societies have been
described in the scholarly and popular literatures of the West, these societies were never ‘closed,’
‘traditional,’ or unchanging. Nor were they founded simply on kinship, communalism, ascriptive status,
patriarchy, or any such ‘principles.” They tended, rather, to be complex, fluid social worlds, caught up in
their own intricate dynamics and internal dialectics, the workings of which had a direct effect on the terms
of the colonial encounter.”

4 Nonetheless, African traditional thinking “tends to produce and sustain 2 single over-arching theoretical
framework rather than a multiplicity of such framewotks” (Horton 1993:317). Although Africans seem not
to be intimidated by diversity and multiplicity, they tend to hold a unified, all-encompassing view of the
wortld and how it works.

72



interaction between the two, and that through this interaction they have not remained
static and unchanged. Developments in African belief can be seen “as responses of the
traditional cosmology to the successive interpretative challenges posed by modern social
change” (Horton 1971:106). Landau (1995) discusses some of the power-relations,
alliances, collaboration, distrust, misunderstandings and conflicts that arose when
traditional society was faced with the mission and colonialism, using the example of the
BaNgwato people'®. He discusses the power interplay of the kingship, the church, and
the Protectorate, but also the “subtler interplay of literacy, status, wealth and cattle,
abstinence, and attentiveness to zbufe” (1995:209), 7hute being the practice of reading and
Wtitiﬂg.'“

Instead of accepting what colonisers and missionaties brought to them lock, stock
and barrel, Africans started a process of creative interaction with the new cosmology. For
example, after the transladon of the Bible into SeTswana,

missionaries and African evangelists began to mediate this protean text,

refracturing it all over again. The Tswana activity of learning about Christanity

and determining its social and political performance was then a series of collective
and contradictory acts of creation. (Landau 1995:xx1)

There has been a “continuous process of reciprocal adjustment” between beliefs,
ethics, and other aspects of life and conceptualisation. African cosmologies are not static,
but new environments produce new symbols and new mythological justificatons (Forde
1976:vit). Moreover, traditional beliefs and standards “continue to exert a powerful
influence. For mythical charters and moral codes have their own cultural inertia whereby
they can retard or guide adaptaton in other fields” (:vit)). In many African communities
there has been (and continues to be) a process of transformation of what was {or is) alien,
into familiar societal roles and frameworks. Landau claims this suggests a “mutable
symbolic order”, a diffuse cosmology. “Historical events ... themselves constitute and
reconstitute practice, language, ‘cosmology’, and Chnstianity” (Landau 1995:xxii). In this
light, one may speak of “the reinterpretation of the past according to the fluid necessities
of life” (:207).

Indeed African tradition has found new forms of expression and “new avenues of
survival in the modern world” (Hackett 1991:135). Ways in which this has happened
include what Hackett calls universalisation (:136), modernisation (:138), politicisation (e.g.
natonalism) (:141), commercialisation (e.g. certain aspects of “the traditional” are
marketed, for instance art and crafts) (:144), and individualisation (e.g. tites are adjusted
for personal needs) (:145). Effectively, Hackett questions whether African tradidonal
religion has not in fact become a form of “neo-traditional religion” (:136). Moreover, “As
we appreciate more fully the historicity of African religions, their capacity to innovate,
their capacity to respond even to the challenge of the macrocosmic, so we come to
abandon the idea of African religion today as merely a pathetic survival” (:146). In view
of this assertion, Hackett stresses “the traditionalism of contemporary ‘religious
innovations’”, and the contnuing strength of African traditional paradigms despite
continued efforts to suppress and thwart them (:168).

“Culture 15 2 product of a peoples’ history. But it also reflects that history and
embodies a whole set of values by which a people view themselves and their place in time
and space” (Ngugi 1993:42). “Cultures that change to reflect the ever-changing dynamics
of internal relations and which maintain a balanced give and take with external relations

145 The Ngwato kingdom is in Botswana, and belongs to the tribe of the Tswana.

146 Landau has similarly found that in early interaction between Africa and the West there was significant
confusion about the value and meaning of medicine, extraction and prayer. He traced signs of congruence
and divergence berween, for example, the missionary and priest-healer (1995:114), and problematic
translations of religious words and symbols {e.g. invoked ancestors were likened to demons, priest-healers
were seen as sorcerers) (Xix). Of course this confusion witnesses to a severe clash or misinterpretation of

wotldviews.
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are the ones that are healthy” (:xvi). It may be argued that African culture, with its
underlying cosmology, has, throughout history, been able to maintain that “give and take
with external relagons” which Ngugi talks about. African tradition and self-understanding
have evolved to meet the needs of the society as contexts and circumstances have
changed."”

The coin has two sides, however. Not only is indigenous culture changed by
interaction with the modern West, but Western culture and religion is also transformed by
this encounter. In her examinaton of the transformaton and reinterpretation of the
indigenous cosmology and ritual of an Indonesian traditional community following
Christian conversion, Aragon (1992) has shown how Christanity is indigenised by this
community. I believe one can recognise parallels between indigenous Asian and African
communities, and how they dealt with the impact of colonialism and the advent of
Christian missions. Aragon’s fascinating study is an attempt at illustrating how
inculturation works itself out. Specifically, she has tried “to examine how the Tobaku
have constructed a Protestant cosmology and practice with respect to their most
important pre-Christian religious concepts and ritual activities” (1992:272). She has found
that “the Tobaku reinterpret their own nitual practices to make them compatble with
permissible Christian rites at the same time as they interpret Christian doctrines to suit
their traditional moral framework” (:274). Indigenous peoples seem to reorient their
rituals and interpretations (:305£f) when faced with a new view of how the world works,
which sometimes leads them to Christianising indigenous rituals, or indeed indigenising
Chaistian rituals (:305). So itis that in the case of the Tobaku, the interplay between the
Western Christian and the indigenous traditional cultures resulted in the reinterpretation
of thanksgiving rituals, life-cycle rituals, and funeral rites (:319). Moreover, religious
practices “newly invented ... may become arenas for the reinterpretation of historic
events” (:327). Aragon has effectively shown that ancestral waditions are mutable and
flexible (:331), and that they have already undergone significant ¢ s in interaction
with the modern Western (specifically Chnstian) paradigms.

Moving our focus back on Afnca, in their outstanding study of the Tswana, the
Comaroffs have demonstrated that the interplay between the traditional and modern “has
involved a long batte for the possession of salient signs and symbols, a bitter, drawn out
contest of conscience and consciousness” (1991:4). They argue that Africans (a) succumb
to, (b) resnst, or (c) recast in their own image the Western symbols — or in fact do all
three."*

The point is that subordinate societies also own conceptual frameworks and
ideologies, as I have illustrated so far. In order to assert or defend themselves against a
dominant order or group and its worldview and ideologies, they actively engage their own
ideologies (Comaroffs 1991:24). The Comaroffs argue that the hegemony of Western

W7 A particularly tenacious tradition that has arisen in Africa is “a patriotic national tradition developing in
resistance and opposition to imperalist-sanctioned African culture. Under colonialism it was a culture
which through songs, dances, poetry, drama, spoke of and reflected peoples’ real needs as they struggled
against appalling working conditions in the settler-occupied farms and in factories or which sang of their
hopes as they took up arms against colonial exploitadon and political oppression. Whether in sculpture,
poetry, songs, ot dances, the patniotic arts looked to the past for progressive elements in form but always
injected them with a new content bom of the urgent present that raised them to a higher level. At the same
time, the patriotic resistance arts were not afraid of incorporating new forms.” (Ngugi 1993:44)

148 The culture introduced by the missionaries and colonisers from the West “t00k root on the social terrain
of the Tswana, some of it to be absorbed silently and seamlessly into a reinvented - ot, rather, reified —
ethnic ‘traditon,” some to be creatively transformed, some to be redeployed to talk back to the whites”
{Comaroffs 1991:12). Just as colonialism itself was not a coherent unchanging system, “so colonial
evangelism was not a simple matter of raw mastery, of British churchmen instilling in passive black South
Africans the culture of Evropean modernity or the forms of industrial capitalism.” Instead, mission
Chtistianity “was enmeshed, from first 1o last, in 2 complex dialectic of challenge and fiposte, domination
and defiance” (:12).
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cultural paradigms was and remains to be “threatened by the vitality that remains in the
forms of life it thwarts,” i.e. in the indigenous paradigms of thought (:25). What happened
in colonial Aftica was a clash of cultures which involved a plethora of “symbolic
struggles” (:29).' Cosmologies, or, what the Comaroffs call “modes of representation
and the diverse forms they take, are par? of culture and consciousness, hegemony and
ideology, not merely their vehicles” (:30).

The Western cosmology which Africa was faced with, and which shaped the
projects of colonialism and missions, was a worldview which sought to overrun and
dominate the African cosmologies. It was (and arguably still is) a hegemonic cosmology,
or a “technology of control” (Comaroffs 1991:31). Just as hegemonic paradigms of
structuring the world “run the gamut from overt coercion to implicit persuasion, so
modes of resistance may extend across a simularly wide spectrum” (:31), and indeed in
Africa they did (and do). 1 agree with the Comaroffs that African consciousness offered
an array of such modes of resistance, and did not simply accept what the West had to
offer. Instead, Africans creatively interacted with and reshaped Western ideas, and in this
process vatious forms of new African wotldviews emerged. What indeed happened, and
contnues to happen in Africa, is “the meshing of two social worlds themselves in motion,
two worlds of power and meaning” (:39). In this light one can argue that from the onset
the convergence of the indigenous Afnican culture and modern European culture “was at
once a constantly unfolding, mutating, unruly proeess, and an infinitely intnicate order of
evanescent, often enigmatic, reattons...” (1997:19).

1.5.4 Unequal dialogue partners? — Domination and subjugation of African
tradition

As demonstrated above, the history of interaction between modern Western Christian and
African traditional paradigms of thought has been a complex one, and one occutring on
many different levels and under varying circamstances. The results and effects of this
interaction are multifarious indeed, as the diversity of contemporary African society
suggests. The greatest bane of Africa’s history since, say, the eighteenth century, is its
inextricable linkage with colonialism and the cultural hegemony of the West. Colonialism
“is to be understood, at once, as economic and cultural, political and symbolic, general
and particular, Indeed, colonialism was intrinsic to the rise of modernity in Burope, itself
a historical movement whose univessalizing ethos was indissolubly material and moral,
secular and spiritual” (Comaroffs 1997:409).

The colonial hegemony was supported and partly exerted by the European (and
later some North-American) Christian missions (Comaroffs 1991:178)." Christianity was
viewed as bogoss, a competing state, which threatened indigenous rulers, and “came to
provide an alternative focus of political mobilization and action” (:262). Christian
missionary paradigms of reality supported the colonial programme of transforming the
African “savage” into a European-style Christian gentleman or lady. The Comaroffs
argue that missions became “catalysts in the European domination of southern Africa — in

14?2 “The study of Chnstianity in Africa is more than just an exercise in the analysis of religious change. Itis
part 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.”
{Comaroffs 1991:11)

130 David Barrett (1968) claims that missions can be considered a direct attack on traditional culture. He
laments that mission Christianity was not true to the gospel, but represented a grave sin of whites against
blacks (:154). It was “a failure in love” (:154). Through its paternalism, mission Christianity believed it was
acting in love towards the African people. Bur it was “a kind of love that falls short of the biblical concept”
(:155). Mission Chnstianity represented “a failure in sensitivity, the failure ... to demonstrate consistently
the fullness of the biblical concept of love as sensitive understanding towards others as equals, the failure to
study or understand African society, religion and psychology in any depth” (:156).
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ways they rarely would have chosen” (:305)."' It can be argued that the brand of
Christian cosmology Africa came into contact with during the time of the missionary
endeavours contributed to the colonisaton of African consciousness on two levels.
There was overt evangelisation, but also an attempt at subtly “revolutionising the habits of
the people” by engaging Africans in arguments whose terms the colonisers regulated and
whose structures bore the hegemonic forms of the colonising culture (:199). The
Comaroffs assert that three crucial domains of dialogue functioned in this endeavout.
‘These were “the politics of space” which involved establishing a colonial discourse which
symbolically seized centre spaces (:200), “the battle to control dominant materal and
symbolic values” (e.g. the battle over water, irrigation and iconicity) (:206), and the
“contest over the media through which the conversation itself was proceeding, over the
very nature of language and representation” (:199)."*> This dialogue, practiced on many
levels, was not waged on equal ontological footing (:210). Indeed, it was not a dialogue
based on equality of the participants. The playing field was, so to speak, not level from
the start.

In On Reselation and Revolution, Volume Two (1997), the Comaroffs expand on some
aspects of the colonial and Chnstian civilising mission with its modes of subtle, indirect
conversion in more detail (:119-165). They claim that the all-encompassing mission to
“awvilise” the African included the attempt to transform and control African agriculture
(:126, 139). This agranan revolution gave ise to a class of commercial farmers (“‘an
assertive bourgeoisie”), but the majority became impoverished, and “an army of wage
workers” was created (:164). Indirecdy then, the colonisers and missions effected
significant political transformations and novel class distinctions (:151). Moreover, the
Western cultural hegemony had effects on markets, money, and value (:166-217), which
included the meaning of, for example, catte (:208). Because of the colomal impact,
Africans were drawn into a commodity economy, which resulted in the revolutionisation
of production, the introduction of money and commerce, and the rise of self-possessed
labour as a virtue. Indigenous patterns of consumption were transformed (:217), and the
entire economy of traditional African communities was reinvented to include migrants,
merchants, and the divide between a rural and urban workforce (:249-250). Even clothing
became a symbol and instrument of hegemony and cultural clashes (:222ff), as did
architecture, intedonty, domesticity (:274-322), health and medicine (:323-364). Western
notions concerning morality, civil and legal rights'® and social and political identities
(:365-404) shaped a new Aftican society — often by means of bureaucracy (:370), and
always according to “the register of radical individualism™ (:373). The civilising mission
aimed “to implant the modemist, right-bearing subject on African soil — whether it be as
Chnstian convert, faithful spouse, upnght property-holder, nouveau-riche merchant,
industrious yeoman, or disciplined laborer” (:373).

In effect, colonialism represented the “Christian campaign to reshape African
personhood” (:372), by attempting to replace the old wotldview with a worldview based
on, among other things, “healthy individualistic competition”**, private ownership of land
(:375), and the development of a class society (made up of landowners, labourers, etc.)
(:379). Africans wete supposed to be both citizens of the civilised world and ethnic
subjects (:400), and as a result became stuck in “a universe of competing identities” (:401).

151 The Comaroffs (1991:310) indeed assert that evangelists were “the human vehicles of 2 hegemonic
wotldview”.

152 According to Bujo (1992:40), the Europeans’ means of subduing Africans can be summarised as (1) the
drawing of frontiers, (2) the subordination of traditional chiefs and (3) the attempt at eradicating traditional

153 With reference to this, the Comaroffs describe the “inherently contradictory character of the colonial
discourse on rights” (1997:404).

154 “Colonial evangelists saw liberal individualism as an emancipation from the enchantment of custom and
communalism, from the tyranny of tradition and the chiefship” (Comaroffs 1997:404).
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The “politics of conversion™ (Comaroffs 1991:230) engaged by colonialism in
general, and the missions in particular, involved education to “awaken the intellect” of the
African subject (:231). Missionaries also constantly attempted to elaborate the Christian
church’s liturgical cycle in order to blend with the indigenous calendar, in order for it to
be mote accessible to the indigenous people (:234). Yet to the Africans, the evangelist’s
message became “less and less appealing. They soon became aware that it was
fundamentally antagonistic to their mode of existence” (:237). The Chnstanity that was
brought by Western colonisers “was explicit in its attack on the entire edifice of
customary practice.”’” Nevertheless African communities “continued to converse with
the church, not least for strategic purposes” (:238). Effectvely, one can aptly describe the
position of the Africans as “listening to the missionaries with one ear and tradition with
the other” (:238). To some extent this is still the case in Africa, although the missionaries
have been replaced by more subtle vehicles of modernity and Western civilisation, like for
example the free market economy, consumerism and materialism promoted by glossy
magazines, television and the advertising industry.

The colonisers became experts in the “politics of language” (:231), 1.e. in
employing the African language and modes of communication for their own ends.'* By
learning the indigenous languages, and translating key Western texts into the vernacular,
the Europeans assumed that the language of the Africans could be instrumentalised for
their own benefit and profit. Indeed, the colonisers subscribed to the epistemological
principle that “naming and knowing the truth was a matter of managing signs and
correspondences in a wotld of verifiable realities” (:216). Through wrong translations and
misinterpretations of African ideas (e.g. translating badinie as “demons”), as well as
through linguistic innovations to introduce the Western world into African thought
patterns, colonialists became guilty of linguistic colonialism (:218, 219). And it was not
long before African converts to the civilising mission “had internalised the lessons of
linguistic colonialism and the bourgeois ideology that lay silent behind it (:224)."’

Notwithstanding the above, there were a number of groups in traditional society
who indeed were genuinely attracted to conversion. They tended to be the marginal folk
who were treated as lesser humans, ¢.g. the junior royals, and many women. To these,
“the church presented itself as an alternative, and an altogether new, source of meaning,
control, and influence”, in some ways more favourable than the mode of thought they
were used to (:240). Moreover, the missions’ encouragement of music and hymn sinﬁing
resonated with African sensibilities of song’s centrality in ritual and daily life (:241)."

Colonial missionaries, “speaking the language of European ethical and cultural
universalism, pressed upon the Tswana 2 hitherto unfamiliar notion of difference” (:244).
Sharp distinctions wete drawn between the Western, “civilised”, “Christian” way of
conduct and the African “uncivilised”, “heathen” way. Westerners’ cosmology and
“thetoric of contrast” urged Africans to abandon wholly their old (perceived inferiot)
ways, adopt the new (perceived superior), and not integrate the two (:244)." Yet, using
the example of the Tswana, the Comaroffs claim that indigenous communities did not
accept that there could only be on¢ “true” way of knowing and classifying the wotld, one

155 “Royals were most directly threatened by such moral tirades, seeing the onslaught on tainmaking,
initiation, and polygyny as a serious challenge to their sovereignty”(Comarofts 1991:238).

156 See section 1.5.2, above.

157 Part of the problem was that Western rhetoric was “far removed from indigenous expressive forms”
(Comaroffs 1997:239).

158 [ndeed, “Mission music was to be widely domesticated in southem Africa, most notably in the
secessionist churches. Its cadences would be made 10 take on the pulse of indigenous self-assertion, to
harmonize the aspirations of an independent, black salvation” (Comaroffs 1997:241).

15? The colonialists atiempted to replace one hegemony with another instead of allowing both alongside one
another. They tried to inculcate in an African worldview “the hegemonic signs and practices — the spatial,
linguistic, ritual and political forms — of European culture” (Comarofis 1991:311).
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absolute standard of value.'” “Instead, they set about recasting the message of the
evangelists into their own language of cultural relativism” (:245). The Africans, therefore,
seemed to be comfortable with the coexistence and parallel funcdoning of the two realms
of knowing, and in fact presumed “that peoples of different worlds might learn, and
might incorporate, one another’s ways and means without repudiating their own” (:246).
As it were, traditional modes of thought and action were never fully abandoned. Granted,
there were small numbers of Africans who totally refused Christianity (seAgod), or fully
abandoned sefswana, but most were “in the middle”, engaging with, domesticating and
harmessing, incorporating and rejecting aspects of the Western Christian missionary
wotldview while all the while also remaining under the auspices of their own indigenous
frame of reference (:247).'""

Through the advent of the missions and colonialism in Africa, “a new wotld of
possibility was revealed, a quiet revolution effected” (Comaroffs 1997:408). This
intriguing and complex process gave tise to “cultural struggles, accommodations,
hybridities, and new hegemonies™” (:411). As a result, modernity took on its particular
forms in Africa. The reality is that when African traditional cosmologies were confronted
with Western paradigms, what ensued was an ideological struggle, waged on all possible
levels — political, economic and religious, social and individual, symbolic and concrete.
The Western worldview came with the mentality that it was superior, and had the right —
indeed the duty — to suppress the African way. It also had a host of oppressive
instruments at its disposal, so that its impact was overtly and subtly aggressive,
domineering and subsuming. From this perspective, one can hardly talk of dialogue
between Africa and the West being carried out on equal footing, and under circumstances
of fairness and justice.

Although I have argued that Africa was by no means cowening and defenceless in
this procedure of interaction, it still had to wage its cosmological and ideological war from
the underside, and had constantly to deal with the disrespect and domination of its
counterpart.'® For this reason, because “dialogue” has seldom been friendly and
respectful, but rather implied unequal power relatons, the interaction of an African

160 The Tswana “world was founded on the assumption of cultural relativity and political autonomy. It
certainly did not equate exchange with incorporation, or the leaming of new techniques with subordination.
And it expressed itself in its own imagery of personhood and property, work and wealth, social relations and
modes of rule. But even when they refused the overtures of the mission in favour of their own
conventions, the Africans were subtly transformed by their participation in its discourse” (Comaroffs
1991:310).

16! Africans started to employ modes of “creative appropriation and defiance” which included “instances of
ritual syncretism, the reconstruction and representation of the liturgy of the Holy Service” {Comaroffs
1991:248). African people became “technicians of the sacred”, “bricoleurs of the spinirual” (:250), which in
turn brought about in African society a “changing religious identity” (:250). The dialectic encounter
“yielded new identities, new frontiers, new signs and styles — and reproduced some older ones as well...”
(Comaroffs 1997:28). In effect, interaction between the mission and African indigenous society and its
worldview “was characterised by contestation and compliance, fascination and repulsion; although the
churchmen were to prove more capable of imposing their designs upon the colonial field, the Tswana were
hardly passive recipients of European culture. Not only did they remain sceptical of sorne of its ways and
means, but they also read their own significance into them, seeking to siphon off the evident powers of the
mission while tejecting its invasive discipline” (1997:309).

162 Nevertheless, one of the subtle results of the West’s denigration of African traditions was that Africans
themselves started to see their culture “as ‘savage’, ‘brutal’ and everything that is bad” (Setiloane 1988:1).
Some started to mistrust their own traditions. A quote from Ulangeni, “an old Ikxosa, but one living at the
mission-staton” (Callaway 1970:63), translated from Zulu, is enlightening: “The white man came out from a
great Itongo with what is perfect. As regards the great Itongo which is spoken of by black men, they say
that we black men at our origin came out with bittle things, which were merely sufficient for us to obtain
food and to live; our wisdom was enough to enable us to help ourselves. As regards, then, that litde
wisdom, whilst we black men were by ourselves we used not to think we had licle wisdom; we thought we
had great wisdom, which Unkulunkulu gave us. But now we say it is little, because we see the great wisdom
of the white men which overshadows all our litle wisdom which we used to trust.” (Callaway 1970:81)
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wortldview with the modern Western one is still strained and complicated.' History
reveals many warning signs, and cautions us not to allow dialogue to become conceptual
self-aggrandisement or -justification, or ideological battle. Indeed, given our rather sordid
history, much sensitivity and care is required when attempting discussion between and
about the two paradigms and the societies they represent. The subject of this study is a
delicate matter, and demands to be treated as such.

1.5.5 Dialogue already begun: African theologies and AICs

Above I have tried to show har African tradition and religion and (modern Western)
Chnistianity are already engaged in lively dialogue, and have been since they first
encountered one another.' In this section I wish merely to name what are in my opinion
the two most overt and concrete ways in which this dialogue has displayed itself in recent
decades, and is sdll contnuing to do so. African tradition and Chnstianity have
influenced each other profoundly, and stll do. This fact, 1 argue, is shown most explicitly
in (1) the history and the amazing proliferation of African theologies and (2) the existence
and continuing growth of African Indigenous/Initiated Churches (AICs). These two
phenomena — African theologies and AICs — are living proof of the fact that African
tradition and religion and Christanity are no longer (and indeed have not been, since they
first made contact with one another) entirely separate dynasties, located in isoladion from
one another.

It is beyond the scope of this study to investigate in detail the trends and types of
Christianity operating in (South) Africa, exemplified by certain African theologies' and
AICs'®. Suffice it to acknowledge that there are a myriad of African theologians (and
theologies) as well as of African churches and faith communities that all reflect in diverse
and colourful ways how the religious wradiion brought by “the West” and the religious
tradition(s) indigenous to Africa have related, interacted and intermingled. To be sure, the
concept of dialogue between African tradition and Christianity is not new."” Yet it is not
obsolete either. Dialogue continues and needs to continue, albeit under circumstances
that are more fair and free for the players involved. What this dissertation seeks to do
falls into the category of African theology, contributing to the examination of one facet of
the ongoing dialogue between Aftican tradition and the Christian faith.

13 For this reason, “A consistent ant-imperalist position — that is, 2 position that struggles against or that
exposes the continued neo-colonial control of Aftican economics and cultures by the Western bourgeoisie —
is the minimum necessary for a committed, responsible scholarship in Africa, or anywhere in the Third’
World.” (Ngugi 1993:87)

164 Tt has been noted that this “dialogue” has not been conducted on a level playing field, but that it was
continually strained by forces of domination and subjugation. Also, it must be acknowledged once more
that it is problematic to speak of “African tradidon” per se, without qualifying the term. The same holds for
“Chrisuanity”. Talk of the Christan religion as such, without reference to the place, ime and circumstances
of its occurrence, is a theoretical abstracgon. There is no such thing as “pure” Christianity. South African
Christianity is in itself 2 complex phenomenon, because it contains among other ingredients the influences
of colonial mission theology and influences from African culture 2nd religion. Not all Christians in South
Africa “have a common understanding of what Christianity means” (Mfutso-Bengo 2001:105).

165 See, for example, Bediako (1992, 1995); Parrat (1995); Mbiti (1970, 1975, 1990, 1991); Ukpong (1984);
Idowu, Ezeanya, Kibongi, Sawyerr, Sidhom and Mbit (1969); Magesa (1999); Mugambi (1995, 1997);
Olupona (2000); Nyamit (31984); Twesigye (1996); Tkenga-Metuh (1996); Mwakabana (2002); Moila (1987);
Shorter (1988); Ayandele (1970); De Gruchy (1995); Roser (2000); Blakely et al {1994); Smith (1961);
Gifford (1992); Schreiter (1985); Ranger and Kimambo (1972); Kriiger (1989); Bond, Johnson and Walker
(1979). The list of wotks on African theology is long. The scholars mentioned here represent but a fraction
of all African theologians.

16 Scholars that have researched AICs extensively and provide great insight into these churches are, among
others, Anderson (2000); Daneel (1987); Barrett (1968); Oosthuizen (1986, 1992); Sundkler (1961 [1948]);
Sundkler and Steed (2000); Naude (1995); Makhubu (1988); Ndiokwere (1981); du Toit and Ngada (1998);
Van Vugt and Cloete (2000); Becken (1985); Thomas (1999) and Fyfe (1996).

167 AICs, for example, endeavour “bringing the African value system of traditional religion into their
interpretation of Chrstianity” (Oosthuizen 2000:281).
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1.5.6 The need for continued dialogue - a matter of agency and identity

In the previous sections I have highlighted, firstly, that African tradition and (Western)
Christan tradition adhere to different frames of reference; the premodetn and modern
worldviews comprise of different cosmologies, epistemologies and ontologies. I have
illustrated some of these differences. Secondly, I have attempted to trace the lines of
historical interaction between African tradition and modern Christian culture, elucidating
the fact that this interaction has always been ambiguous and diverse. In examining the
past “dialogue” between African and Chrstian traditions, it was revealed that it was in
many respects hampered by forces of hegemony from the side of Christianity. The
questton was raised — and answered in the affirmative — if in fact the dialogue occurred
between unequal dialogue partners. Finally, I mentioned two ways in which dialogue
between African tradition and Christianity is concretely exemplified, viz. African
theologies and AICs. The existence of these two developments removes all doubt that
dialogue has already been well underway for quite some time.

It is my suspicion, however, that in many ways the historical and existing
“dialogue” is not as fruitful and meaningful as it could be.'*® Moreover, Western
Chnistianity is still gready ignorant of African culture and its traditions (Bujo 1992:37). 1
am of the opinion that the need for purposeful dialogue in this sphere is not satisfied, but
rather that it is becoming mote and more urgent in the current South African context.'®
Therefore 1 argue that dialogue needs to be pursued continually for the sake of African

agency and identity.

Agency
In an article entitled “The rediscovery of the agency of Africans” (2000b), Tinyiko
Maluleke argues for a new emerging paradigm of African theology which highlights the
agency of Africans.'™ The old paradigms in African theology'” stand judged because they
have not adequately succeeded in overcoming the predicament of Africa, i.e.
marginalisation, massive poverty, oppression and disunity (Maluleke 2000b:26). Maluleke
suggests that the failure of African theology so far lies in the fact that it has focussed too
much on Africa’s shortcomings and weaknesses, and too little on its strengths and
capabilities. Africa has habitually been cast as a failure and a vicum. It is time that
Africans move away from this perception of themselves, claims Maluleke. If Africans
continue to see themselves as vicims and failures, they will remain a downtrodden

eople.
PP For this reason, Maluleke proposes a new paradigm in African theology and
overall scholarship which concentrates on rediscovering the agency of Africans
(2000b:26). This emerging paradigm emphasises “Africa’s creative, innovative and ggentic
spirit”. Its most significant charactedstic is that it takes seriously Africa’s “intellectual,
material and spititual resources for sutvival and resistance” (:31)." It is, however, not to

" 168 The reason why AICs, for example, emetged in the first place is because Africans deemed the Westen
model of Christianity as being incompatible with African ways, and therefore not capable of authentic
“dialogue”. Moreover, they felt jadged and vilified by this brand of Christianity.

19 African cultures “have no basic contradiction with the democratic and humanistic cultures and values of
the European and American peoples. These can hold a meaningful, fruitful dialogue. This is the dialogue
and contact we must continue to aid, encourage and support by every means a1 our disposal.” (Ngugi
1993:46)

170 According to Jahn (1961:15), adopting a process of “renewal” and change of one’s tradition is a matter of
agency and self-assertion.

17t They are based mostly on either the liberation metaphor (Maluleke 2000b:23) or the inculturation
metaphor (:24).

172 Ag an example, Maluleke (2000b:32) highlights the exemplary agency shown in AICs. However, he
watns, one must always beware of the danger of romanticising African culture, the African poor or AICs
(:34). The task is neither to romanticise nor to dismiss popular and “mystical” religious movements in
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replace the older paradigms'”, cautions Maluleke. There is to be no radical discontinuity
with the paradigms of liberation and inculturation (:28), because these are stll needed in
order to avoid the danger of becoming falsely optimistic in view of Africa’s troubles.
Instead, the old and the new are to be used complementarily (:27).

I agree with Maluleke that the time has come for Africans (and African
theologians in particular) to start to sedously consider Africa’s cultural resources. This
will inevitably involve dialogue — dialogue between the traditional and the modern, Africa
and the West.'" Notwithstanding all the difficulties in dialogue which have shown
themselves in history, the challenge needs to be taken up. It needs to be taken up because
Africa has a lot to offer — much more than has hitherto been realised. The resources are
there, they need just to be uncovered, acknowledged and employed. It would be a tragedy
if traditional Africa refused to continue the dialogue because of past victimisation.
Likewise, it would be tragic if the “West” and Christianity missed the opportunity for
meaningful and enriching dialogue on an equal footing because of past prejudice and
failure.'” Indeed, as Maluleke argues, Africa must move on from its past, and rediscover
its agency and potental. It is the task of this dissertation to contribute to a small degree
to unfolding the dialogue, and revealing its potental fruits. I believe it is a manifestation
of Afnican agency to delve into African traditions and Afnica’s cultural hentage in order to
help solve the problem of social reconciliation in South Africa.

Identity
Besides agency, the issue of identity is equally important.'™ They may in fact be seen as
two sides of the same coin. For African theologian Kwame Bediako “modern African
Theology emerges as a theology of African Christian identity” (1992:xvii).'” Bediako
insists that the agenda of modemn African theology ought to entail deciphering the
meaning of the pre-Christian hentage (1992:1). Theology in Africa is the attempt at
rehabilitaang Afnica’s rich cultural heritage and religious consciousness, the “endeavour to
demonstrate the true character of African Christian idenaty” (:3). Indeed, for Bediako,
discovering “the theological meaning of the pre-Christian past becomes an unavoidable
element in all major African theological discussion™ (:237). To overcome the African
Christian identity crisis, the past needs to be recovered.'” The question which then arises
15, “what is the relationship between Africa’s old religions and her new one?” (:239).
Bediako’s prime theological concern is to unveil the past, more especially the pre-
Christian past, in order to establish “lines of continuity from pre-Christian religious
experience into African Christian confession” (:238). Dialogue between the pre-Christian
and the Christian is necessarily part of African theology, insists Bediako. The “old
religion™ of Africa is an “unavoidable item in African Christian reflection and religious
scholarship” (:238). The “old” religious traditions consequently are seen as a (or 4b)

Afitica (:36).

173 Mahuleke insists that one still ought 1o take serously the recent trends in Aftican theology. These include
casting Chrstianity #s an African religion, arguing that being African and being Christian is not in
opposition (Maluleke 2000b:29), identifying metaphors of reconstruction and translation (:30), and
critquing African culture (:31).

14 Jahn (1961:17) explains how neo-African culrure js a culture “built on two components”, the European
and the traditional African. He insists that Africa’s “genuine Renaissance ... does not remain a metely
formal renewal and imitation of the past, but permits something new to emerge” (Jahn 1961:16).

1% According to Ikenga-Metuh and Azikiwe (2004), the greatest obstacle to dialogue is the wall of prejudice
which separates the Christian from the African traditonalist.

1% “Every cultural encounter stimulates comparison, demands and effects self-knowledge” (Jahn 1961:19).
See also Musasiwa (2002), The guest for idensity in African theology as a mission of empowerment,

177 Schreiter agrees that theology ought to search for a new kind of Christan identiry (1985:4). In view of
this, he highlights the importance of “cultural analysis” in the establishment of local theology (:73).

178 “Theological memory is integral to identity; without memory we have no past, and having no past, our
identity itself is lost” (Bediako 1992:237),
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proper sousce of Afican Christian theology (:293)." Ultimately, i mqu.u-z) into these
ancient traditions is done in the interest of building an African identity.’

I concur with Bediako that authentic African theology ought to involve rigorous
yet respectful inquiry into the indigenous cultural and religious traditions of the past.
When recovering their tradiional wisdom, and using it as a resource for life, Africans gain
their identity back. More speciﬁcally when recapturing and cliiming indigenous or
traditional theories and practices that aim at social reconciliation, Africans regain a part of
their heritage, their identity.”

In summary, I contend that “Communication between societies, difficult as it is, will not
suffer — rather the contrary — from the systematic study of the mutual permeability of
cultures, that is, the comparison of their different identtes” (de Coppet 1992:3).
Moreovet,

cultures that stay in total 1solation from others can shrivel, dry up or wither away.

Cultures under total domination from others can be crippled, deformed, or else

die. Cultures that change to reflect the ever-changing dynamics of internal

relations and which maintain a balanced give and take with external relations are

the ones that are healthy. (Ngugi 1993:xvi)

It is crucial that cultures and religious traditions “reach out to one another and borrow

from one another,” argues Ngugi (1993:xvi). Such contact can play a significant role in
reconciliaion between peoples (:42). Yet, cautions Ngugi (:xvi), it always “has to be on
the basis of equality and mutual respect”, lest we again get caught in the trap of cultural
domination and victimisation.

Another dimension is added by Oosthuizen (2000:279) who atgues that if main-
line churches “do not seriously tap the resources of African thinking in general and
African spirituality in particular, the future of these churches will become bleak.” He
underscores the need for the “nigorous scrutiny” of “African resources and approaches”
$0 as to gauge how they could be employed evocatively in present-day Afdcan society
(:280).

In this dissertation I argue both for the enquiry into African and Christian
resources for social reconciliation, as well as the “serious dialogue between these
worldviews” (Balcomb 2003:14). Both tasks are two sides of the same coin. 1 am
interested in the actual resources African tradition and Christian tradition ~ separately —
have to offer. As a Christian it is especially important for me to investigate with respect

17 Indeed, even in his later book (1995), Bediako is a defender of the acceptance and evolution of “African
Christan theology as a new Christan idiom” (:81). And African primal imagination is to be the basis for
this new theological idiom (:91).

180 According to Qosthuizen (2000:280), AICs “are the children of the identity ctisis; in and through them
the crisis has been ameliorated and even solved. They have become masters in solving the dualism berween
empirical Christianity and African traditional religion. AICs are managing this dualism on their own in 2
mastetly manner without becoming schizophrenic.” In otder to overcome the identity crisis, Africans need
to embatk on 2 “mental and spiritual decolonization process”.

181 In this study, not only 4ficar identity is important, but Christian identity as well. Schreiter has
determined “some critetia whereby Christian identity can be ascertained” (Schreiter 1985:117). Fisst is “the
cohesiveness of Christian performance”. Schreiter argues, “if the theological formulation finds itself clearly
at odds with the rest of Christian docteine or requires a radical shifting of large pans of it, there is a very
good chance that it is not a well-formed Christian performance”. The second crterion is “the worshipping
context and Chaistian performance” (:118). Third is “the praxis of the community and Christian
performance”. Such praxis must always be in active engagement with the environment. The fourth
ctiterion is “the judgement of other churches and Christian performance” (:119). No local church may be
allowed to “close itself off from both communion and judgement”. The fifth is a corollary to criterion
number four and involves “the challenge to other churches and Christian performance”. A church
community’s “theology should impel it to move ourward from irself”, i.e. make a contribution to the whole
of the Christian family (:120).
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and open-mindedness what the “other” (i.e. African) tradition can bring to the table.'” In
doing this kind of investigation I am engaging in dialogue with the cultural traditions of
Affrica, and am actually participating in a conversation which has a considerable history. I
trust and hope that this dialogue will be fruitful.

This chapter (1) has examined all the preliminary problems and questions which have to
be considered before delving into the actual task of this dissertation, viz. finding ways in
which African tradition and the Christian faith tradition can helpfully inform the social
reconciliation debate in South Africa, It is this task to which I now mm.

182 Bujo doubts whether “Europeans in Africa have really made an effort to understand and preserve the
religion of Aftica” (1992:37). This study seeks to respond to the challenge implied by such an asserdon.
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2. Reconciliation paradigms in African tradition, culture and

religion

The first question that must be posed in order to achieve an answer to the main problem
of this dissertation is, “What does African tradition have to offer to social reconciliation
in South Africa?” In my introduction I posited my first hypothesis underlying this
research as, “African Tradition and Christianity both have paradigms of reconciliation to
offer.” Ilaunch this investigation with the presupposition that African tradition indeed
has a repertoire of options for sponsoring social reconciliation. This chapter is concerned
with uncovering some of these options and resources.

Before elaborating on those elements which posidvely contribute (or wxdd
positively contribute) to social reconciliation in South Africa, I must acknowledge the
relative difficulty of researching African tradition, religion and culture. Literature abounds
concerning Chrisgamity. Yet relatively few literary sources elaborate on African traditonal
cultural thought and practice. This raises some methodological questions, which I
consider in section 2.1 below. After a brief introducton to the methodology used in this
study, I will attempt to answer the question of what some of the contributions are that
African tradition can bring to the table of social reconciliation in South Africa. Firstly, in
section 2.2, I will consider African traditional religion, philosophy and anthropology as a
foundation for a reconciliatory view of reality. Then, in section 2.3, I will illustrate aspects
of traditional legal procedures that aim at social reconciliation. In section 2.4, rituals of
reconciliation that are practiced in African contexts will be discussed. The section on
ritual will be concluded with a special case study of the Cleansing the chest of grudges ritual."®

2.1 Methodological considerations

A number of scholars have noted that there are methodological problems connected with
the study of African religions and cultures' (see for example Shorter 1978:5). For
example, in African studies there is the danger of generalisation, and of “asking western
questions” and expecting western answers (Mogoba 1981:54). In the case of ritual
studies, “the very notion of explanation” of a ritual is “subtly ethnocentric”, so the
problem arises “how to study ritual ceitically without becoming intellectually impenalistic”
(Grimes 1982:8). Itis the task of the researcher to be mindful of this danger of
intellectual imperialism, and avoid categonising African tradition according to pre-
determined (Western) presuppositions.

Furthermore, because of the long-standing history of interaction and dialogue
between thousands of African religions (many of them similar but nevertheless different)
and scores of different Christian denominatons over the past centuries, one must be very
critical of assuming the existence of “pure” or “unadulterated” African culture which can
be tapped into in the present, as if it were some kind of preserved fossil of the past.
African culture is no longer exactly what it was before it met with Western culture and
Christianity. (This was discussed extensively in section 1.5.) Certain scholars who are
influenced by postmodem thinking indeed go so far as maintaining that there is no such
thing as an African wotldview and that Aftrican Traditional Religion no longer exists as an
entity in itself because of the effects of history. Therefore, according to Mogoba

183 By examining this particular gitual I will be moving the discussion from the genetic (i.e. essenualist) to the
specific (i.e. contexrual).

184 Geertz (1975:5) offers a definition of “culmre”: “Man (sic) is an animal suspended in webs of
significance he himself has spun and I take culture to be those webs.” Culture is an “interworked system of
construable symbols™ in which social events can be intelligibly described (Geertz 1975:14).
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(1981:53), it is necessary to be critical about trying to reconstruct the past. The “past” is
not a fixed and rigid entity, but may be described as fluid.'®

Given these petspectives, some might question the validity of the kind of study I
am attempting in this dissertation, and more particulatly in this chapter. If there is no
such thing as clearly defined “African religion”, “African culture” or “African traditon”,
then do I in fact have an actual object of study? What would be the use of studying
African tradition if that categoty is in itself meaningless or non-existent? While I concede
that it is no longer what it was centuries or even decades ago, that it has undergone
immense transformation since the arrival of Western cultural norms, and that it is in
constant flux, I reject the idea that there is no such thing as Aftican tradition, African
religion or African culture. As far as my investigations indicate, most Africans also reject
such a notion. In fact, many African scholars are at pains to point out the uniqueness and
integrity of African culture and traditions, and that these represent strong forces in the
lives of Africans and African societies.” Furthermore, many argue that African tradition
may no longer be ignored or undermined by the rest of the world, especially theological
and social-scientific scholarship. Backed by the sometimes vehement and passionate
argument of African scholars {of religion, theology, culture, etc.), I wish to venture that
there are indeed entidies that may be called African tradidon, African culture and African
religion, which exist in their own right and have an own inner integrity.'"”’ Therefore, this
part of my study is justified and indeed valuable. Nonetheless, in congruence with many
African scholars, I also hold that African culture, tradion and religion are not monolithic
and inflexible, but undergo relentless change as history unfolds — as do all other cultures,
traditions and religions.

A theory of intetpretation

In my work concering African tradition, 1 am influenced by the methodology proposed
by Clifford Geertz (1973). According to Geertz, anthropological and cultural studies are
in essence interpretive. Anthropology does not make “objective observations” without
dialogue taking place berween the observer and the observed. Conclusions drawn from
observations are always subjective and specific. In the same light, there is no such thing
as a universal culture. What is “natural” for one society may be very “unnatural” for
another. Thete is no such thing as “typical” human behaviour. Very few, if any,
conclusions can be drawn from studies of a particular community or culture which
necessatily pertain to and have a bearing on the whole of humankind. The same kind of
action or behaviour can have different or even opposite meanings attached to it in other
cultures.'® To formulate 7b¢ universal meaning for a certain behaviour or act is to
disregard its multiple meanings in the face of different cultures and contexts.

185 See for instance Ngugi (1993:xvi), Landau (1995:168), Aragon (1992:331) or Denis (2000).

1% See for example Appiah (1992), Ayittey (1999}, Bediako (1995, 1992), Chinweizu (1987), Ephirim-
Donkor (1997), Dickson and Ellingworth (1969), Gyekye (1997), Hongoze (12.01.2004), Idowu (1962,
1965) Tkenga-Metuh (1996), Isizoh (2004), Kanyandogo (2001), Khosa (1986), Koka (1979, 2004, 1998,
2003), Lumbala (1998), Magesa (1998), Maimela (1985}, Makinde (1988), Maluleke (1996), Masolo (1994),
Mbiti (1990, 1970, 1975), Moila (2003), Motshekga (1998), Mtetwa (1996), Mudimbe (1994, 1988), Mugambi
(1995, 1997), Munga (1998}, Mwakabana (2002), Nambala (1980), Ngugi (1993), Nxumalo (1979), Nyamid
(1973}, Oduyoye (1995}, Okolo(1993), Olupona (2000, 1991), Sarpong (1975), Sogole (1994), Somé (2000),
Sono (1994), Sayinka (1999), Teffo (1999), Tlhagale (1998), Wiredu (1996). All of these scholars show, in
some aspect of their work at Jeast, that African culture, African tradition and African religion are realities in
the lives of African communities.

187 Nevertheless, they are also closely intertwined. See Mwakabana (2002:145) who refers to “culture,
tradition and spirituality that derive from African religion”.

188 For example, in many African cultures it is a demonstration of humility, modesty and respect to sit down
in the presence of an authority figure, while in Western culrure the same action is constituted as disrespect
and audacity. In onc culture to slap someone on the back may be an act of friendliness and intimacy, while
for another it may show aggression and agitation.
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Geertz (1973:20) argues that there is a difference between ultimate, absolute
Meaning, and relative, contextual meaning. It is the latter which the anthropologist seeks
to uncover. The question for the scholar is not one of “ontological status” but of
“tmport”, i.e. “what it is ... that ... is getting said” (1973:10). In effect, then, the meaning
of a certain event can never be separated from its context. Who does what, under which
circumstances and according to which frame of reference are all factors that influence the
meaning of the event. Like Geertz, Gorman, too, critiques attempts to fashion universal
categories and theories about cultural events, particularly ritual. “Context, in all its
specificity and concreteness, is essential for ritual,” asserts Gorman (1994:24). Thus itis
problematic and even dangerous to generalise about conclusions gleaned from
anthropology. It is equally problematic to reduce findings to “absolute” truths which
deny that all human knowledge is at its base imterpreted knowledge, and therefore constantly
subject to dynamic change and growth.

Anthropologists have to acknowledge the abundant diversity of the stock of
human experience and its explication, and have to carefully and respectfully find the
elements of “unity” in this diversity. One cannot deny that certain broad conclusions can
be made about human cultures in general. Yet such conclusions have to be reconsidered
contnuously in the light of ongoing intensive dialogue between the cultures at hand. “The
aim is to draw large conclusions from small, but densely textured facts; to support broad
assertions about the role of culture in the construction of collective life by engaging them
exactly with complex specifics” (Geertz 1973:28). Divorcing the general conclusions
from the specific and particular contexts is not acceptable if the anthropological task is to
be done with scholacly integnity.

Despite its worth, a theory of cultural interpretation such as Geertz’ is not
immune to criticism. For example, “Using an interpretive framework, it might be argued,
violates a ritual by imposing foreign categories on it,” notes Gnmes (1982:19).

All interpretive efforts are surrounded by implicit questions. This is an elementary

axiom of hermeneutics. To make some of these questions explicit ensures that we

have sufficient grounds for comparative discussion amid cnticism. We can judge
the value of such a framework on the basis of its ability to: (1) enable ritual to
speak most fully for itself, (2) aid interpreters in discerning the continuities and

discontinuities between their symbols and those of participants in a dtual, (3)

generate helpful theories of ritual, and (4) precipitate a sense of the living quality

of ritual in written accounts of them. If we are to understand a ritual adequately,
the first prerequisite is as full a descoption as possible in the form of a monograph

ot film. (Grimes 1982:20)

In what follows in section 2.4, I will attempt to offer an interpretive analysis of an
indigenous ritual, bearing in mind the possibilities and dangers of such an endeavour.

Problems in the study of ritual

As suggested by Gorman, the interpretive method when applied to ritual has definite
limitations. According to Richard Fardon (1990:15), ethnographers studying a foreign
culture, especially its ritual, encounter a number of “problems of comprehensibility”, of
which Fardon mentions five. First, “In many contexts knowledge and power are mutually
referential. Rituals have proprietors and important ‘things to know’ are not freely
available.” In order to be part of the titual expenence, one needs an initiation for joining,
or a form of entitlement. Second, “Cult rituals are hidden”, which means that there are
often clear insiders and outsiders. Third, “Idioms relating initiates to cults are not idioms
of knowledge in the sense favoured by western academic culture”. Fourth, in many cases
in Africa, “knowledge of cults is partial and discontinuous because the contexts in which
rituals occur are systematically insulated from one another by ownership, prerogative,
difference and concealment” (Fardon 1990:16). Fifth, and this is particularly so in Africa,
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knowledge is “truncated” by the reality of death. This means one needs access to the
dead — i.e. the ancestots — for full information (1990:17).

Fardon argues that the difficulty with finding informaton on ritual lies in the fact
that ritual activity represents and points to a kind of “knowledge” that is “mis-stated”
(1990:5), “anderstated” (“tacit”, “implicit”) (:6) or “unstatable”, i.e. mysterious and
ineffable (:7). Traditional society’s “cultural frame” (:6) is filled with hidden meanings and
secrecy (:11) to the one studying it from the outside. Students of dtual must always beat
in mind that “anthropological accounts rest on the shadow side of their assertions: the
absences, ignorances and unsayabilities which must exist for things to be as they are
claimed” (:8). Therefore, there are limits to the knowledge offered by informants and to
anthropologists (:226). Moreover, interpretations of ritual may differ. “The ‘same’ ritual
may be explained, in terms of common conventions, as something rather different in two
places. Its significance is not the same” (:10).

I am aware that the problems in ritual study that Fardon highlights are not to be
ignored. In certain ways they apply to my situation. As a non-black South African, I am
not, by descent or heritage, part of the cultures 1 wish to gain information about. 1am a
cultural outsider when it comes to “indigenous” or “traditional” culture. (I think it is fair
to say that I am not an outsider to modern South African culture, at least certain strands
of it. Yet this culture is not the object of my study.) As an outsider, gaining access to the
relevant people is not easy. By virtue of my background, many things remain hidden. I
am not able to pick up on “mis-stated” or “understated” knowledge conveyed. Moreover,
certain parts of the knowledge will simply not be disclosed to me because I am considered
an outsider. My insight into the cultural traditions and practices I study will thetefore
always remain partal and limited. I will never be able to make definitive or absolute
statements about the topic of my concern. But then, “absolute” statements and “truths”
need to be viewed with suspicion in any event, as elaborated above (Geertz 1973; Grimes
1982). Moreover, some may see my contribution to this scholarship with suspicion ot
derision. Put simply, for various reasons 1 am not an ideal candidate for the research of
Affrican tradition.

Nevertheless, 1 have launched into this endeavour. My inherent inadequacies for
the task help to keep me humble and respectful. Despite all the reasons why my
biography makes me a weak contender, 1 am confident that I still have a valuable scholatly
contribution to offer. For one, this study is not only about African tradition, but also
about Chnstianity, and the interaction between the two. As a trained theologian and
pastor, my role in the latter two aspects is not contended. Secondly, I am also an
academic. Grimes (1982: Preface) posits that in cultural studies there continues to be an
“immense need for annotated bibliographies, fieldstudies of specific rituals, typologies and
taxonomies, and more fully developed theonies”. My training as a theoretical thinker
provides me with the tools to produce solid, refined theoretical work. Thirdly, I am a
native South African. My personal story is shaped by the stoties of fellow South Africans,
even if they are of different cultures. In the spirit of wbunru (see section 2.2.3), I cannot
and will not divorce myself from the story and identity of other South Africans. Lastly, as
a South African, my passion and longing lies in finding viable options for social
reconciliation in our country, especially in light of its tutbulent and traumatic history.
This passion includes a desire for knowledge about my fellow South Africans and other
Africans, in order to be equipped for authentic dialogue with them.

Given all these considerations, this study is arguably “political”. Indeed, the
problems associated with the ethnographic method lead Fardon to talk of the “politics of
knowledge”. Cultural “analysis is a political act” (1990:217). As a researcher, I may never
fall into the trap of believing that my analysis is “objective” and value-free. Who I am, as
well as my own agendas are implicit in my scholarship. I do not try to hide the fact that |
have an agenda for this study as a whole, and for this section in particular. In the present
chapter, I wish to demonstrate that African tradition, culture and religion has resources
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for social reconciliation. My broader aim is to show in what way certain of these
resources may be utlised efficaciously for the social reconciliation endeavour in South
Africa,

Fieldwork

Early ethnographers such as Bronislaw Malinowski already “established participant-
observation as the central methodology for gathering anthropological data” (Jeannerat
1997:5). Malinowski was against collecting “many disparate uncontextualised traits of
social life and culture from various and numerous different social groupings all over the
world” (Jeannerat 1997:14), but rather proposed intensive fieldwork by trained
researchers. Indeed, many theoretical and methodological advances in the study of ritual
are indebted to anthropology and its emphasis on feldwork, asserts Grimes (1990:7-27).
Fieldwork involves careful and non-judgmental observation, and an attempt to ascertain
the point of view of the people who are being studied (Geertz 1983:55-70). However, in
the last few decades a number of questions have been raised concerning the objectivity
and neutrality of observation and fieldwork (Bell 1992:19-66; Wagner 1981:133-59)'*.
The Enlightenment ideal of neutral and value-free investigation of “the other” is seriously
problematic. The absolute distinction between the observer and the observed is contrived
(Auge 1982:78-100; Grimes 1982:1-17). Such a view functions to privilege the observer as
a detached, thinking subject and to place the observed in the position of biased,
performing object (Grimes 1990:25-51). This creates an imbalance of power and value
that militates against accurate analysis. Recent ritual studies experts question whether
“detached” observation is really possible and suggest that in the study of ritual, insight and
understanding anise rather through participation (Grimes 1990:109-44, 210-33). The
subject/object dichotomy functons to privilege the “scholar” and to devalue the “native”
and what the native does. Moreover, more and more ritual experts recognise that the
distinction between theory and practice is itself problematic (Auge 1982:78-100; Bell
1992:69-93). Classically, thought is valued above action, interpretation and cogmiion is
privileged above enactment and participation, and intellectual categories are imposed on a
non-intellectual event. Thetefore, well-founded nitual studies call for observation that is
also participadon.

Oral research

A significant aspect of fieldwork is oral research. Though limited, oral research is
considered a very valuable method of obtaining informadion about a culture (Naude
1995:42ff). In traditional African setungs, knowledge and history is usually transmitted
orally, and not predominantly by means of the written word. Therefore, authentic
ethnographic scholarship needs to inquire into a community’s narrative'”, performance
and oral tradition™' (Belcher 1999:2). These are the groundwork as well as the key
vehicles for the handing down of African traditional wisdom and knowledge. Gaining
information about an African culture involves listening to what people say, to the stoties
they tell, without attempting to influence or censor the outcome of the conversation.
Indeed, Jeannerat (1997:13) identifies listening as a primary “metaphor of anthropological
analysis”. In other words, literary research is not sufficient for an in-depth view of

189 See also Auge (1982) and Marcus and Fischer (1986).

190 I sections 1.1 and 1.2 1 have already highlighted some aspects of the importance of natrative. For
further reference, see also McAfee Brown (1975), Balcomb (1998, 2000), Hardy (1975), Hauerwas and Jones
(1989) and Stroup (1984).

91 Extensive scholarship is emerging in the field of onality in Africa. See for example Barber and Moraes
Farias (1989), Belcher (1999), Brown {1998, 1999), Coplan (1993), Denis and Sontange (2004), Denis (2000),
Draper (2003), Graham (1987), Harries (1993), Hofmeyr (1994), Mudimbe (1994}, Mudimbe and
Jewsiewicki (1993), Opland (1998), Shorter (2004), Tonkin (1986, 1994), Vail and White (1991), and White,
Miescher and Cohen (2001).
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African traditional culture. Moreover, prompting and listening to the telling of people’s
stoties implies that fieldwork is “not unidirectional, from the tesearched to the researcher,
but rather dialogical”. Data is constructed through interactive dialogue (Jeannerat
1997:17). In this context, since knowledge is not a fixed entty “out there” to be grasped,
but rather is constructed through human interaction, Grimes {1982:9) highlights the
importance of “imagining” when studying ritual. The researcher must enter into the
world of the person or community s/he is questioning, and can only do that through
active and open-minded imagination.

In my field research, which consisted mainly of interviews and conversations (i.e.
oral research), ] indeed leamnt the value of listening and imagining. Listening to what the
people have to say, and not only for what one expects or wants to heat, is a necessary skill
for the oral researcher. It happened often that the interviewee said things that I had not
expected, and that changed the course of the conversation from what I had envisaged.
These new courses frequently opened up new vistas for my research. Similatly, through
the skill of imagining, the stories of the people take on colour and life. When, for
example, asking certain interviewees about the rituals they practise, I needed to imagine
what was being said in order to enter into it more fully. Through imagining, I was able to
interact more closely with the interviewee and his/her narradon, and understand what
s/he was saying in contextual terms.

The methodology and style of a researcher’s fieldstudy is “entangled” with her/ hls
autobiography and cultural background (Grimes 1982:6). Who the researcher is
influences and shapes the outcome of the study to a larger extent than was previously
assumed. Kuckertz for example distinguishes between research of African religion
conducted by a theologian or pastor and by a social scientdst. He insists the two “differ in
their goals of enquiry” and “have different tasks”. The sociologist “wants to know the
social derivadon of religion”, while the theologian seeks for “that ongoing call and
challenge which is revelation as a whole” (Kuckertz 1981:12-13). The two researchers
both have valid contributions to make, though they are different.

Throughout this study I have noticed that I indeed approach my work as a
Christian theologian; I can do no other. As already mentoned above, my aim is not and
cannot be to work as a social scientist (though I am nonetheless compelled to use the
tools and methods offered by these sciences, because of their pre-eminence when it
comes to field- and oral research). I am not trained as a social scientist, nor do 1 have the
ideal prerequisites for this task. Rather, as a theologian, 1 bring with me a certain set of
preconditions, abilities, as well as a particular agenda. Though these differ from those of
an anthropologist, sociologist or ethnographer, they are nevertheless valid and useful for
the production of knowledge.

The methodology undetlying this study
What I have shown above is that the study of a living tradition ot culture is a delicate
matter, and is to be conducted with care and integrity. Fieldwork, oral research, and the
interpretation of data all pose methodological challenges.'” They can all be misused. The
role of the researcher is at all times to be mindful of the possible dangers inherent in the
methodology s/he chooses.

In terms of this part of the dissertation (i.e. chapter 2, the study of African
traditional paradigms of reconciliation), my methodology for finding information has
been multifaceted. I have needed to adopt a number of ways of data discovery. Besides

192 This is so for all researchers, yet in my case the challenges are particularly pronounced. As mentioned
above, the fact that I am not a social scientist makes fieldstudy and oral research particularly challenging for
me. Given the specific topic of my study, I am also not ideally equipped for the task. My greatest drawback
is the fact that I am not a black Afiican, and therefore do not have an indigenous African cultural heritage.
This makes me an outsider to the field of my research.
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extensive literature research (mainly of theological, ethnographic, sociological and
historical sources), my other methods of gathering knowledge was through interviews,
formal and informal conversations with relevant persons, questionnaires, as well as from
attending some ceremonies and observing certain cultural practices. Both written and
oral, formal and informal sources have provided the foundations upon which this section
of my study is buile.'”® Throughout, I have attempted to use the information gleaned
from the various sources respectfully and with integrity, yet critically and with my own
questions in mind.

2.2 African traditional religion, philosophy and anthropology: a
foundation for a reconciliatory view of reality

What are the offerings Aftican tradition can bring to the table of social reconciliation in
South Africa? The sustained assumption underlying this dissertation is that it is sensible
to make use of “indigenous cultural modalides for achieving reconciliation” (Lederach
1997:106). “Sociocultural resources” are almost indispensable for a reconciliation process
that is to succeed (1997:94). I am of the opinion that African tradition “can be a positive
leaven in the enrichment and fulfilment of human life” (Gyekye 1997:296). In this
chapter I elaborate some of these resources embedded in an African worldview, which
specifically can enrich endeavours toward teconciliation. (Some of the aspects associated
with an African worldview have already been considered in sections 1.5.1 and 1.5.2, and
will not all be repeated here.) First, I will consider some resources provided by African
traditional religion and indigenous spirituality. Second, I will highlight some African
philosophical resources. Third, I will elaborate African anthropological concepts —
especially the concept of xbuntu — with the purpose of showing how these may contribute
to social reconciliation endeavours. Throughout my deliberations I seek to discover
resources that may be a boon to the South African context in particular. Yet this focus
does not of course imply that what African tradition has to offer is only relevant to South
Afrnica.

I am aware that drawing distinctions between the three categories of African
religion, philosophy and anthropology is possibly artificial. In an African setung, all three
are intricately linked and intertwined"”, and an attempt at separating them from one
another might in fact do them all injustice. African religion, for instance, is intimately
concerned with matters pertaining to African philosophy and anthropology; and African
anthropology is meaningless if severed from the context of African philosophy and
African traditional religion. Despite these inherent interconnections, [ have nevertheless
opted for a distinction of the three categories in my wotk, for two reasons. Firstly, these
distinctions are common in modem scholarship, and I am in good company by drawing
them. Secondly, conceptual or theoretical distinctions (however vague and flimsy they
might be) seek to simplify the task of analysis, which would be more complicated if
Afrcan traditon was to be considered as an undifferentiated entity.

Throughout this section, I presume that certain aspects of an African way of being
and perceiving the world are reconciliatoty it and of themselves. The very cosmology

193 Please consult the Bibliography for details of these sources. Wherever necessary, I refer to both my
kiterary sources, as well as to transctibed oral sources. In the case of interviews, I transcribed what was
1ecorded with a dictaphone. In the case of informal conversations, I made notes, to which I also make
teference occasionally. During one interview, a translator was present, in case the interviewee wanted to
talk in his native tongue, Venda. The transcrption of this interview only includes the English version of
what was said. In the text, I refer to interviews by mentioning the interviewee and the date of the interview,
e.g. (Koka 07.07.2004) or (Munyai 01.09.2004).

194 See Magesa (1998:36) who overtly connects the disciplines of cultural anthropology, ethics, philosophy
and theology.
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espoused by traditional Africans, as well as the ontological and epistemological
underpinnings of this cosmology, provide some useful tools for building a reconciled
South African naton. Itis my contention that an “African traditional approach with its
holistic emphasis has much to give to the modem world with its closed, limited, merely
ratonalist disposition” (Oosthuizen 1991:48), and more specifically to the South African
nation stll impaired by social discord. Underlying African tradition is a worldview which
is inherently concetned with the reconciliation of all that is, 2 worldview that focuses on
the interconnecton of reality, and the harmonious interaction of all that exists. According
to Koka (1998:30), ultimate reality is a “Primal Unity”. The concept of simunye (“we are
one”) further expresses the African view that all humans (and indeed all beings and
forces) belong to one another and together form a whole (Koka 1998:31).

African traditional religion is part and parcel of an African worldview. Indeed,
religious beliefs and practices inform how Africans view the world, and this in turn has a
bearing on their religiosity and spirituality. For this reason I now turn to African
traditional religion and spirituality with the intention of uncovering possible reconciliation
resources within it.

2.2.1 African traditional religion and spirituality'”

African traditional religion is considered by some to be, in itself, a “wotldview”'™
(Hammond-Tooke 1981:22). In the example of the Pedi people, “the word ‘religion’ does
not even exist in the Pedi vocabulary” (Mogoba 1981:53). This indicates that religion is
about the whole of life, and not a compartmentalised aspect of it. Indeed, traditional
religion is “embodied in the lifestyle of people,” claims Mogoba."”

Wherever the African is, there is his religion: he carries it to the fields where he is

sowing seeds or harvesting a new crop; he takes it with him to the beer party or to

attend a funeral ceremony; and if he is educated, he takes religion with him to the
examination room at school or in the university; if he is a politician he takes it to
the house of parliament. Although many African languages do not have a word
for religion as such, it nevertheless accompanies the individual from long before

his birth to long after his physical death. (Mbit 1990:2)

In Africa, religion “permeates all aspects of life” (Summary Report from the
Working Group on African Religion 2002:11; see also Magesa 1998:71), and has the
function of presetving this life in its fullness.'” African religion and spirituality reflects
“the African psyche, the African wortldview (Weltanschauung) which is essentially holistic,
integrated, and interdependent. ... African traditional spirituality is above all, a spirituality

¥ For further reading about African religion and spirituality, consult Setiloane (1976), Magesa (1998),
Mosala (1993), Olupona (1991), Taylor (1965), Mudimbe (1994), Dickson and Ellingworth (1969), Twesigye
(1996), Goba (1995), Skhakhane {2000), Dlungwana (2000), Anderson (2000), Pheko (1965), Patdinder
{1954, 1961, 1982), Bucker (1981), Hackett (1991), Thorpe (1991), Child and Child (1993), Zahan (1979),
Paris (1994), Lowie (1925), Callaway (1970), Casalis (1861), King (1970), Eliade (1958), Evans-Pritchard
(1956), and “Elements to admire™ (2004) among others. It is from these authors, and those mentioned in
the text, that I gather my information.

156 ATR represents a worldview which is non-Westem, and which explains life in mystical terms. According
to Hammond-Tooke, the four main aspects of Southern African people’s worldviews and religiosity include
a sky-god, the ancestor cult, witchcraft beliefs and pollution beliefs. Aftican traditional religion is
considered not universalistic, but connected to individual clans and groups; it is also not proselytising
(Hammond-Tooke 1981:29). Elsewhere, Himmond-Tooke (1993:167) mentions other charactenstics of
African religion, such as dependence on the supematural, belief in local and not universal gods, and
membetship through birth and not by choice.

197 According to the official report on the Special Synod of Bishops for Africa, held in Rome in May 1994,
“there seem to be sufficient common fearures in traditional religion in Africa to justify the usage of the
appellation ‘African Traditional Religion’, in the singular. It points out that it is sometimes difficult to
distinguish in this religion what pertains to religion and what pertains to culture. The same vernacular term
often covers the two.” (Tkenga-Metuh and Azikiwe 2004)

198 According to Sundermeier (1998:14), “preserving life is the real purpose of all religious activity”.
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that relates to the whole of life” (Teffo 2002:135).'"” Moreover, life is held to be sacred
(Sarpong 2004).

Although one might suspect that the adherents of African religion have decreased
in number due to the effects of colonialism, Christian mission and secularisation®, many
Africans “continue to be influenced by and to treasure African religion” (Summary Report
2002:12; see also section 1.3).”' The major “dimensions of religion” that become
appatent in African traditional religion (as well as in other religions) are ritual, mythology,
doctrine, ethics, society, experience and the material (Matsaung 1999:46).

African religion and spintuality are closely connected; it is difficult to make a
distinction between the two. Both religion and spirituality are intimately part of an
African way of life. Indeed, “the spiritual dimension is part of the human personality; ...
it is pre-eminendy part of the African personality” (Shotter 1978:45).>* Setting it against
the backdrop of Africa’s encounter with the West, Aylward Shorter provides an apt
description of African spirituality:

African spirituality ... is essentially revolutionary. It is a four-fold revolt. Firsdy, it

is the revolt against materialism on the one hand and against shallow religiosity on

the other. Secondly, it is a revolt against a world that conspires to dehumanize, a

‘white’ world in which the structures are vidated through their injustice to the

black man. It is even a revolt against the unfair structures of a “white’ church.

Thirdly it is a revolt against cultural passivity, against being a mere consumer of

the products of western civilizadon. It 1s a call to a new creativity that has its roots

in the African past. Finally, it is a revolt against a purely internal religion, a religion
that is inward looking and oblivious of the community. ... These four ‘revolts’
can also be expressed positively as commitments: the commitment to a world of
the spirit, to man (sic) and his integral development to culture as a living tradition

and to human community. (Shorter 1978:7-8)

It must be noted that despite a shared history and a vast pool of resources, the ways in
which African spinituality is manifested are diverse. ™

Although African religion has diverse local manifestations, one can argue that it
has “common basic elements which testfy to its unity regionally and at continental level”
(Summary Report 2002:15)°*. These common elements include belief in one God™, an

19 In an examination of traditional Pedi religion, Moila (1987:67) asserts, “The Pedi, like all African peoples,
believe that humans have one common nature and that the laws of natuse affect all people in the same
manner.” With reference to the indigenous peoples of Namibia, Buys and Nambala (2003:5) agree that the
Aftican view of life is holistic. There is no demarcation into secular and spitirval. Taylor (1965:63) insists
that a holistic cosmology does not imply a romanticised view of nature, but rather a sense of kinship with
nature.

20 See Buys and Nambala (2003:7) as they seek to explain the apparent “trend away from African
traditional religion”. According to them, it is “not only caused by the introduction of the Christian faith...,
but also by ¢ither internal cultural re-organization, or modern education and secularization in general.”
Nonetheless, according to the official report on the Special Synod of Bishops for Aftica, held in Rome in
May 1994, “Dialogue with ATR is very important because ATR is still very strong and widely practised in
many places. For example the AMECEA (Association of Members of Episcopal Conferences in East
Aftica) in its report to the consultation organised by the Pontfical Council for Interreligious dialogue
(PCID), Rome, held at Kumasi, Ghana, in Jan 1998, reported that over 23 million people are sdli adherents
of ATR in its area. In Benin republic, about 64% of the population are adherents of ATR, and it is held
quasi as a state religion in the country. About 12% in Nigeria, or about 12.6 million and 29.1% of the
population in Ghana are still followers of ATR. The church cannot afford to marginalize these.” (Tkenga-
Metuh and Azikiwe 2004)

2 Like many practitioners of African traditional religion, Nokuzola Mndende laments the fact that her
belief system is often not recognised as a religion in its own right (Teffo 2002:136).

22 Magesa speaks of “the mystique of life” in Africa (1998:77ff).

23 For an overview of certain trends in spirituality in South Africa, see Worsnip and van der Water (1991).
24 “Although described as ethnically based, there is sufficient commonality to warrant the nomenclature
‘African Religion’.” Similatly, Ofoni-Attah (2003) claims, “These are variations but they are not strong
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invisible world®, and unity of the cosmos (Summary Report 2002:11).*” Moreover,
African traditional religion is not “confined to physical structure nor is it hierarchy
bound™; it is not an institutonalised religion (Teffo 2002:137). It can be deemed
“pluralistic in nature and quite hospitable to other forms of belief systems” (Summary
Report 2002:11-12), which makes it inherently reconciliatory and accepting of diversity
and difference.

Possibly the most pronounced characteristic of African religion is that it fosters
and celebrates community.*® Community life and well-being is the primary focus of
religious practice. For this reason, ceremonies that promote, nurture or restore
community relations are very important, e.g. “celebration of marriages, and the
reconciliation of estranged persons and communities” (Summary Report 2002:19).”

The flip side of African traditional religion’s preoccupation with community
creation and preservation is that it despises division and social alienation.”’® Division or
enmity berween people is the result of evil or sin, and must be avoided, or, once it
appears, it must be vehemently counteracted.®' “‘Sin’ is any activity by which individuals
attempt to destroy, to diminish and threaten the lives of the community members”
(Summary Report 2002:20).”"* Through ritual and religious ceremony that aims at (re-
)building community, the adverse effects of sin are thwarted, and social harmony is re-
established.””® Ritual is a way of “restoring the force of life” (Magesa 1998:175ff); its
ultimate purpose is to re-establish the pristine, divine order in the universe (1998:183).
Magesa (1998:208) insists that reconciliation rites in particular aim at re-establishing des
between estranged people, which is why many religious leaders specifically encourage
them.

In light of this it is understandable that African traditional religion focuses much
of its attention on health and healing (Moila 2002:35ff).”* A definition of health in Africa
is holistic and all-encompassing (Mwaura 1994:67). Physical, psychological, social,
spiritual and environmental wellness is important for all members of society if it is to
prosper and function well. It is for this reason that African traditional religion is not only
concerned with individualistic or personal salvation, but advocates what one might call a
holisdc notion of salvation (Summary Report 2002:21). This holistic view of salvaton of
course corresponds to the generally holistic view of life, and the interconnectedness and
interdependence of the cosmos at large.”*

enough to blur the common strands that give Africa its distinctive religious practices.” Religious beliefs and
practices are “common threads that link Africans as a people.”

25 See for example Moila (1987:71), Ofori-Attah (2003), Mbit (1970}, Setiloane (1976) and Smith (1961).
God is conceived as 2 “vague, distant figure” (Hammond-Tooke 1993:149). God is active in creation (Buys
and Nambala 2003:1). God has many attributes: S/he is personal, male and female, divine and never human,
ommnipresent and omniscient, s/he cannot be forced to do anything. For this reason no sacrifices are
offered 10 God, but only to ancestors (Buys and Nambala 2003:2).

26 Africans believe in the “spiticual dimensions of the world” (Moila 1987:78).

27 See Mainga, Kimambo and Omari, Ogot and Gwassa (in Ranger and Kimambo 1972) for these and
other basic features of Affican traditional religion among different African peoples.

2% Kinship and community are prime preoccupatons of Affican people (Buys and Nambala 2003:5).

9 “To celebrate is to affirm the prority of life over death and to tame the power of death...” (Summary
Report 2002:19).

210 Hammond-Tooke (1993:89) highlights “the relative smallness of these societies” as “another important
factor” when considering the need for social accord. “Particularly among Sotho and Venda, with their
intimate village life, quarrels and disputes could be extremely disruptive. What was crucial was not abstract
justice, but the urgent patching up of the rift.”

21 Traditionally, there were three possible causes for any disruption or evil, viz. ancestral displeasure,
witchcraft/sotcery, or pelludon (Hammond-Tooke 1993:186). See also section 1.5.1.

#12 For example, violation against tribal custom and social norms is not considered sin against God but
against the community (Buys and Nambala 2003:6).

23 See, for example, Maimela (1991:12).

M See also Moila (1987:79), Davies (1995) and Thomas (1999).

25 See also section 1.5.1.
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The African concern for health becomes apparent when noting the importance of
the traditional doctor, herbalist or diviner (Krige 1974:297ff;, Danfulani 2000:97). These
“health care professionals” indeed function as officers of religion. Among the Zuly, there
are a myriad of types of such officers, e.g. stick-diviners, bone-diviners™®, whistling
doctors™’ (Krige 1974:300-302), heaven-herds®® (:310), and rain-doctors (:319). Rather
than divination and other “spiritual” techniques, herbalists more frequently employ
{natural) medicines for the treatment of disease (:237).2"”

The traditional doctors’ role is to re-establish order, harmony and wellness in
communities; they are generally considered the protectors of society. They “are charged
with the responsibility to see to it that things are right between the visible and the invisible
world and in the visible world itself*”' (Magesa 1998:71). Usually they are seen as
counteracting the malevolent work of wizards and witches™, the enemies of society
(Krige 1974:321).*® Witches and such like are menacing as they are believed to cause
disruption and destruction — to individuals as well as to society at large. They unieash
chaotic forces that create cosmic imbalance and disharmony, causing illness and other
forms of hardship. Ultimately, African religion is all about power — channelling or using
it, or keeping it at bay. The universe is replete with forces that either have the ability to
enhance life, or to destroy or diminish life. The challenge is to interpret these forces
appropriately and then to use or expel them, whatever the case might be (.. use the
forces that can increase life, and expel those that devastate life).”

Using the example of the Zulu people, Krige discusses some additional traits of
indigenous religion in Southern Africa. Most significantly, the ancestor cult represents the
backbone of this religion®® This is in line with the above-mentioned community-

26 See Magesa’s discussion of diviners (1998:190ff). Diviners are instruments of higher powers (:194).
“Divination is the most important way of determining how to ensure the societys collective ethical ideals”
(:197). Methods of divination include (1) manipulation of certain mechanical objects and the interpretation
of the results (:197), (2) observation and interpretation of behaviour of a live antmal or some aspect of a
dead one, and (3) possession by spiritual powers (:198). There are, moreover, two systems of divination,
viz. oracular or mediumistic (:198). Magesa further elaborates on divination by mediums (:204).

27 These are generally possessed by spints, which are the source of their power.

18 These use magic; their power does not stem from spirits.

2% Medicine is either protective or curative or both (Magesa 1998:188). A range of forces are categorised as
“medicine” ~ in fact, anything that promotes healing may be deemed “medicine” (:191). “Medicine
underlines the interconnectedness of, and interdependence between, humanity and the rest of creation”
{:189). Divination invelves the use of medicinal forces. The existence of many different classes of
medicines (Krige 1974:328ff) requires herbalists and dectors to have learnt theit skill with diligence and
care. Health professionals are indeed considered learned and wise, and enjoy great respect. Hunter
(1979:389) elaborates on the peculiar potency of a chief’s medicines among certain ethnic groups.

220 They are indeed considered to be religious specialists/leaders as well.

21 Religious leaders have the responsibility “to ensure that the bond between the living and the ancestors
remains intact and that the community enjoys the wherewithal for the preservation and continuation of
life.”

22 \Wizards® or witches’ “familiars” “are snakes, owls, wolves, baboons and other animals”, including the
wild cat (Krige 1974:324-325). Witcheraft/sorcery is wbuthakathi in Nguni languages, bolgyi among the
Sotho, Venda and Tsonga). Malevolent practices “with little animals” is considered witchcraft, and “with
medicines” is sorcery. Night ok are witches, while day bodys are sorcerers (Hammond-Tooke 1993:169).
Witchcraft is the prime human embodiment of evil (Magesa 1998:165).

2 “The enemies of life” include “bad actions which emanate from bad people” (Magesa 1998:150).
Wrong-doing is essentially the contraventon of moral codes (:153). People expenience affliction as a
consequence of wrong-doing (:158).

2 According to Arens and Karp (1989), categories of power in Afnican cosmology revolve around themes
such as incest, myths of chaos, ntuals of possession, male-female commensality, symbolism, dance, order
and chaos, medicine, kingship, secret societies, witches, sacrifice, and identity.

225 See for example Modla {1987:75), Ephinm-Donkor (1997), Setiloane (1978), Krige (1974:289) and Fardon
(1990:34ff). There exists, in most African societics, an ancestral hierarchy. Ancestors are mediatots to God.
In many cases, only kings and important people become ancestors. Although they are not deified, their
dignity is enhanced at death. They have great power over the living. (Buys and Nambala 2003:4) Among the
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centeredness, because ancestors are considered as much part of the community as the
living. In fact, they are commonly referred to as the living dead, and occupy an important
role in the affairs of the community. Ancestors reveal themselves in dreams, omens and
through illness (Krige 1974:288; Hammond-Tooke 1993:154). The usual means by which
the living come into contact with the ancestors is through sactifice. ™ Sacrifice is a way
for humans to ask favours of the ancestors, to thank them for blessings, or to scold them
when things go wrong.® Since their influence on the community is so strong, ancestots
are approached before all important undertakings (Krige 1974:289). Usually, there is a set
of predetermined procedures for sacrificial ceremonies (:292-296).% In this connection,
Moila (1987:96) stresses the importance of cattle for ritual occasions.

Frequently, what accompanies religious ritual and ceremonial behaviour in Africa
is music, dancing and song. These contribute to the community’s sense of belonging and
participation. Krige (1974:336) notes, “The dance is ... an important factor in
maintaining the sense of group solidanty”. Dancing occurs “whenever it is important to
have social harmony at a high pitch — before a battle, at weddings, and at all the important
transition ceremonies marking entry into 2 new group”. Besides dancing, Krige highlights
the significance of songs and praises in indigenous religious practices (1974:338).%

As I have shown, “African religion is a way of life” (Teffo 2002:129). This means,
besides being a system of belief, it is also a system of ethics and morality, a code of
conduct in private and communal life.* According to Teffo (2002:127), “traditional
African ethics and religious thought” is built upon the fundamental belief in “Supreme
Goodness” which is lodged in all people. This belief underlying Afrnican ethics could
provide a basis for spiritual regeneradon in Africa. In effect, African religion could
arguably become a “building block toward an African renaissance” (Teffo 2002:137).

Why is Aftican traditional religion a resource for reconciliation?

According to Theo Sundermeier (1993:124ff) traditional African religion represents the
clearest example of what may be called a “religion of reconciliation” (Versibnungs-
religion).™ Religions of reconciliation are oriented toward the community; their prime
focus is on nurturing relationships and restoring breaches in society. They are commutted
to the wotld in which they live, and do not seek to escape from it. Rather, their ethos is
one of participation and involvement. I have argued in this section that indeed all these
characteristics which Sundermeier describes are to be found in Afnican religion.

With its emphasis on community building, and its relentless efforts in achieving
social harmony and well-being, African traditional religion and spirituality certainly must
be seen as a good prerequisite, if not a driving force, for reconciliatory activity. Moreover,
its stress on the interconnection of all that is — seen and unseen, past, present and future —
takes seriously the effects of social imbalances and hostility and indeed sees them in terms
of the big picture of the enure cosmos. The need in African religion for comprehensive

Zulu, ancestors are called amadiozy or amoathonge, among the South Nguni, amatbonge ot iminyonya; among the
Tsonga, mikwemby; among the Sotho, badime and among the Venda, midsime.

26 See also Ellenberger (1992:258).

27 For example in some cases the ancestors (badimo) require “feeding”, i.e. food offerings. Adequate feeding
of the ancestors leads to well-being and social prospenity (Moila 1987:94). Among the Herero, ancestors are
approached at the ritual fire. Here, rituals are performed to “offer security for the family” and maintain
“the hentage and traditions of the family” (Buys and Nambala 2003:6). Rituals at the ritual fire include
supplications and sacrifices to ancesiors, and secure the benevolence of ancestots (Buys and Nambala
2003:7).

228 See also Moila (1987:82).

229 See also Naude (1995:27-118) and Wells (1994).

B0 See Magesa (1998:38) who claims that the purpose of his work is “to reflect on the ethical perspective of
African Religion”. He intends “simply to indicate the fundamental elements of ethics that the religious
expetience of Aftican peoples has determined throughout the ages to be proper for themselves.”

31 See also section 5.1.11, where I consider this issue more extensively.
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well-being, 1.e. well-being on a personal, physical, psychological, but also on a social,
polidcal and even environmental level, reveals its desire and propensity for reconciliation
and the elimination of conflict.

The prime embodiment or instrument of African religion is ritual. Religious
ceremonies “set collectivity in motion; groups come together to celebrate them”
(Durkheim 1995:352). Moreover, through ritual 2 situation of adversity can be overcome,
and collective life affinned and re-constructed. ™ As many rituals and ceremonies
practised in Africa show, African religion has established, and continues to practise,
countless ways of actively and concretely addressing situations of social disruption and
hostility. (It is to such rituals that I tum in a subsequent section.) Since African religion is
about life, and how to enhance it, it will always seek to address situations that impede life,
such as social enmity. Similarly, it will avoid doing things that are “just for show”. It will
keep reconciliation efforts “down-to-earth” and grounded in practcal reality, and avoid
mere superficial fagades of societal harmony.

So, put simply, African traditional religion and spirituality provide a fine set of
conditions that promote social reconciliation processes. They also provide practical skills
and methods (especially in terms of ntual, ceremony and celebration) that aim at restoring
communal relations, some of which will be elaborated below. For this reason African
religion and spirituality may not be overlooked in the quest for reconciliation in a society
strongly influenced by its propositions and traditions, beliefs and practices.

2.2.2 African philosophy™

Closely linked to African religion is African philosophy. Both are embedded in the same
concepton of reality, yet highlight shghtly different facets of it. African tradittional
thought has not always been accepted as worthy to be deemed philosophy (Gyekye
1987:3)*, a position that is however refuted by many scholars, particulatly a number of
African philosophers themselves (Gyekye 1987:8). Indeed, many would argue that in
African society basic life patterns and ethics are derived from philosophy (Jahn 1961:116),
and would therefore defend philosophy as the basis of African culture (1961:27). Using
Akan philosophy as an example of African philosophy, Kwame Gyekye claims that it is
intrinsically “otiented toward action and practical affairs”. Effectively one can say that
there is, in Africa, an “inumate relatonship between philosophy and life” (Gyekye
1987:66).

The problem is that African philosophy is not expressed primarily in written form,
and therefore can be easily overlooked when comparing it to Western or European
philosophy. “The most obvious and the greatest difficulty in studying or researching into
African traditional philosophy stems from the fact that it is an unwritten, an
undocumented philosophy,” asserts Gyekye (1987:51). Another difficulty is the diverse
and sometimes incompatible views emerging from interviews and discussions (:53) which
reveal the fact that there is not necessatily any unanimity of opinton in African thought
(:54). Furthermore, language influences philosophical thought - it is not only a “vehicle”

22 Through religious rituals people “feel there is something outside themselves that is rebom, forces are
reanimated, and a life that reawakens. ... The renewal is in no way imaginary, and the individuals themselves
benefit from it, for the particle of social being that each individual bears within himself necessarily
participates in this collective remaking™ (Durkheim 1995:353).

23 For more information conceming African philosophy, consult for example Mudimbe (1994), Appiah
{1992), Sogelo (1994), Mudimbe and Jewsiewicki (1993), Twesigye (1996), Gyekye (1997), Belcher (1999),
Horton (1993), Makgoba (1999), Makinde (1988), Taylor (1965), Deacon (1996, 1997} and Forde (1976
[1954]).

24 Horton is one such scholar who distinguishes between African traditional thought and philosophy
(Gyekye 1987:3; see Horton 1993). African philosopher Hountondji (1996) also denies that there is an
indigenous collective African philosophy. He argues that the idea of African philosophy is a nationalist
reaction to colonialism. With his contentious position, Hountondiji offers a critique of scholars such as
Tempels and Kagame.
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but also an actual expression of philosophy. Given the diversity of languages in Africa,
this also affects African philosophical discourse (:29). Nonetheless, it is undeniable that
African philosophical thinking and ideas exist despite the lack of written literature and
despite the difficulties connected with trying to attain its formulations. Gyekye (1987:ix)
insists that African

philosophical concepts, ideas, and propositions can be found embedded in

Aftican proverbs, linguistic expressions, myths and folktales, religious beliefs and

rituals, customs and traditions of the people, in their art symbols, and in their

socio-political institutions.
Therefore, oral literature, thoughts and actions of people, proverbs, myths, folktales, folk
songs, poems, rituals, liturgies, customs, etc. can be identfied as the sources of African
philosophy (Gyekye 1987:13; Hountondji 1996:46£f).”* Myths are prose narratives
dealing with the creation of the world, God and spirits, the onigin of things and natural
phenomena. ™ Legends tell of long-forgotten tribal history, famous deeds, ancient heroes,
and origins of tribal institutions. Fables are usually animal stories, but can also involve
humans; they point to a moral (Lestade 1956:292). What this shows is that “philosophy
is the product of a culture.” It is not an individualistic affair®”’, although it is (also)
practiced by individuals, and undeniably certain individuals play a large part in formulating
it (Gyekye 1987:25).

Gyekye (1987:12, 32) seeks to draw a distinction between traditional and modern
African philosophy.® “The latter, to be African, and have a basis in African culture and
experience, must have a connection with the former, the traditional” (:12). In other
words, for modern African philosophy to be authentic it must inquire into traditional
African philosophy (:42).*° As such, the category “African” implies an “underlying
cultural identity, expetience, and orientation” — a commonly shared traditional heritage
(:x).** Yet African philosophy is not “rigidly monolithic” (:44).' It does not espouse a
“closed” worldview, as Horton suggests, but rather represents “a philosophical mosaic” in
the making (:211).

Nonetheless, many argue that there is indeed rudimentary agreement in
“philosophical systems” of many African peoples (Jahn 1961:99), because certain “basic
principles” of different African peoples appear to correspond.** “The common features
discernible in the cultures and thought systems of sub-Saharan African peoples justify the
existence of an African philosophy” (Gyekye 1987:189).* African philosophies share a

25 Oral tradition suggests an emphasis on storytelling (Jahn 1961:199), and indeed in Aftica tales and fables
are woven out of every-day experiences (:221). See also Villa-Vicencio’s examinaton of storytelling as an
Aftican resource (1997:37).

¢ According to Childs {1960:17), “myth is an expression of man’s (sic) understanding of reality”. See also
Manyeli (1992:23).

7 Hete Gyekye opposes the view of Hountondji, another African philosopher.

28 Yet it is not a hard and fast distinction (Gyekye 1987:32). In view of the distinction between African and
other philosophies, Hountondiji (1996) claims that African philosophy is called both to assimilate and
transcend Western philosophy.

39 In an excerpt of a poem quoted in Shorter (1978:91), poet Michel Kayoya declares, “I want my people’s
children to have a true philosophy/ Their ancient philosophy renewed”.

0 Nevertheless, Gyckye concedes that something can be authentically “African” without necessarily
applying 1o all Africans. This means it is not necessary for philosophy to be shared by all Afticans to be
Afdcan.

#1 Indeed, since there is not one “unitary or uniform African perspective” (1987:189), Gyekye wams against
simplistic generalisatons of what is “African” (:191),

#2 Jahn makes this discovery with reference to the Bantu, Ruandese and Dogon people. Magesa (1998:27)
similarly talk of 2 commonly shared “African kernel of ... religious thought-systems and expressions”.

2 Indeed, Gyekye argues that it is *legitimate and intelligible to talk of ‘African philosophy,’ the basis of
which is the common or pervasive features in African cultural and thought systems™ (1987:210).
Interestingly, Gyekye does not wish to create too great a gulf between African and other philosophies. He
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“common denominator which allows us to interpret the whole of Afiican culture,” claims
Jahn (1961:26).** One of the aspects of this common denominator is the principle of n#x,
connected to the idea of the unity of the universe (Jahn 1961:96-97).%

Themes in African philosophy that are shared by most sub-Saharan ethnic groups
include personhood, “metaphysical thinking”, epistemology, morality in relation to
community, democracy and consensus in politics, aesthetics, and art (Coetzee and Roux
1998)*%. Similarly, according to Prinsioo (1998:41), “African philosophical issues”
frequently revolve around “ontologies relating to the cosmos, concepdons of God, the
philosophy of mind, a communalist and humanistic notion of moral responsibility, and
consensual philosophy of politics”. African philosophical discourse is constructed upon
established general beliefs, cultural concepts and theories, accumulated wisdom in
proverbs, traditions, myths, folktales, the indigenous language(s) of an ethnic group,
customs, religious and legal practices, and authorities in matters of knowledge (e.g. people,
oral or written texts ot institutions) (Prinsloo 1998:46-47).2"

Common features in African philosophy are those “wortldviews, sociopolitical
ideas, values, and institutions that can with a high degree of certainty be said to pervade
the cultural systems of different African peoples”. For one, metaphysics is the foundatuon
of African ontology (Gyekye 1987:195). Africans share an inherendy pluralisuc ontology,
which recognises and allows for other categories of being beside its own (:196). It is also
a spintualistic ontology, without denying the reality of the empirical world. Causality is 2
concept intimately connected to African ontology (:68,76), as are ideas surrounding
destiny or fate (:104, 199), free will and moral responsibility (:119).>* The predicament of
evil is a genuine problem for African philosophy and theology (:200-201). In terms of
epistemology, a principal “mode of knowing in African thought” is “paranormal
cognition” (Gyekye 1987:201; see also Magesa 1998:192). Besides reason and experience,
spirit mediumship, divination and witchcraft are considered viable epistemological
categories (Gyekye 1987:202).

Finally, the importance of oral communication — especially through storytelling -
cannot be dismissed when considering African philosophy.® As indicated above, the
principal modes of expression of African philosophy are oral®, i.e. involve myths,
proverbs, stories, etc. To be sure, “Africa is a place of storytelling,” asserts Ellen
Kuzwayo (quoted by Villa-Vicencio 1997:37). She continues, “We need more stoties,
never mind how painful the exercise might be. This is how we will learn to love one
another. Stories help us to understand, to forgive, and to see things through someone

affirms that African philosophy has some characteristics of its own, but that it is not to be entirely divorced
from other philosophies (1987:43).

24 Te must be noted that not all African philosophers agree with this assertion. According to Kwame
Appiah (1992:26), Africans share no common “traditional culture, common languages, 2 common religious
or conceptual vocabulary ... we do not even belong to a common race”.

5 Using Kagame’s mother tongue (Kinyarvanda), Jahn desctibes the different categories of Bantu
Janguages as grouped into kinds or classes (Jahn 1961:99), all of which share the suffix of -s%. ‘The first
class is that of “Muntu” or the human being. The second class is “Kintu” or thing. Third is “Hantu” or
place and time, and fourth is “Kuntu” or modality. “Everything there is must necessarily belong o one of
these four categories and must be conceived of not as substance but as force.” (Jahn 1961:100)

26 See contributors such as Biko, Wiredu, Prinsloo, Oruka, Appiah, Teffo and Sogolo (in Coetzee and Roux
1998).

7 Refer also to section 1.5.1, where I consider topics such as God, spirits, ancestors, personhood and
community, Aftican traditional politics, and the unity of the universe.

248 Caugsation is the conceptual framework underlying African philosophy, claims Gyekye (1987:197),

49 See also section 1.5.1 for a discussion surrounding the themes of magic, sorcery and the concept of evil.
20 See for example Hofmeyr (1994), Belcher (1999), Denis (2000), Vail and White (1991) and Mudimbe and
Jewsiewicki (1993) for their vatious discussions of orality, narrative and literature in African traditional
contexts. See also section 2.1, “Methodological considerations”.

5t In Aftica there are indeed “strong living practices of oral culture - religious, mythological, poetic, and
narrative” (Appish 1992:58).

98



else’s eyes.” Africa’s gift and propensity for storytelling is a boon to society in that it
enables fellowship and butlds community. It also serves as a medium of Africa’s holistic
philosophy and inclusive wotldview. Telling stonies broadens our personal, social and
even national horizons, and breaks down barriers between people. Alternatively, no?
telling stories may hamper communal life together, because it restricts communication and
mutual interaction (Villa-Vicencio 1997:37).

Why is African philosophy a resource for reconciliation?

African philosophy, like African traditional religion, provides a fine and appropriate set of
conditions for a social reconciliation process. For one, it espouses a holistic and
harmonious view of reality, and promotes a perception of inter-dependence, balance and
mutuality of all the forces of the universe. It is therefore inherently reconciliatory and
accommodating, rather than exclusive and alienating. Secondly, African philosophy is
also oriented toward action and the practical affairs of life. It does not seek to theonse
about things that do not have an actual bearing to and reference in people’s lives. In
other words, African philosophy provides for a “hands-on” approach to problems.
Certainly, in the case of the quest for social reconciliztion such an approach is far more
profitable than an approach which emphasises theory over praxis.

Furthermore, African philosophy seeks to highlight that which is commonly
shared by people. It seeks to reveal those aspects about being human and in the world
that inherently links human beings to one another. It seeks to lead people towards a
realisation and understanding of their traditional heritage, which in itself can be a
reconciliatory expenience. Owing to its pluralistic ontology, African philosophy is
inherently accepting of diversity. It seeks to accommodate and harmonise what is
“different” instead of discarding or disparaging it. Certainly, such inclusivism and
openness must be a boon to any reconciliation process. It dictates that the “other” — be it
an “other” ethnic group, an “other” worldview or religious system, an “other” way of
communicating, or whatever — is incorporated rather than expelled. No doubt acceptance
and incorporadon are necessary prerequisites for reconciliation between formerly
alienated entities.

Finally, one of the bases of African philosophy, viz. storytelling, may also be
considered an important resource for social reconciliation. As I have argued in chapter 1,
telling each other our stories is key to finding each other and building comradeship after a
period of separadon. Storytelling promotes communication and interaction — also
between people who otherwise are alien to one another.

2.2.3 African anthropology: Ubunrtu/ Botho as reconciliatory paradigm

An important resource for reconciliation that can be gleaned from African tradition is the
African concept of humanity embedded in African anthropology (Mfutso-Bengo 2001:39-
40). Possibly the most fundamental of all African anthropological notions is that of
sbuntu ot botho. Some argue wbunfu constitutes a crucial pillar of an African worldview
(Battle 1997:39). As I argue here, it is a concept of reality which inherently carries with it
powerful resources for social reconciliaton. It is both a tool of social analysis and a way
of life (Teffo 1995a). “I am, because we are; and since we are, therefore 1 am,” can be
seen as its paradigmatic slogan (Mbit 1969:108-109).%*

A major theme of African anthropology is the sacrality of life, and flowing from
that, respect for the human person (Magesa 1998:55). Human dignity “is to be preserved
at all costs, for a person’s dignity is part of his (sic) immortal soul or life-essence” (Sidhom
1969:110). Moreover, a person is seen holistically — as an entity with physical, emotional,

B2 “We say, ‘a person is a person through other people.” ... ‘I am human because I belong.” (Tum 1999:35)
According to Sarpong (2004), “The African would say: Cogratus sunt ergo sum (I am related; therefore I am).”
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psychological, spiritual and social qualities, needs and abilities.” In the opinion of South
African scholar Joe Teffo (1995b), “ubuntu/botho is the common spiritual ideal by which
all black people South of the Sahara give meaning to life and reality” and can be deemed
“the spintual foundaton of all African societies”. Its historical origins can be traced to
the ancient “African philosophy of unity in diversity” — a “philosophy of unity or oneness
of the whole of creation” (Motshekga 1998:24) — which presumably originated long age in
Egypt and Ethiopia (1998:4).

Ubuntu is the “common denominator” of all brands of African anthropology (as
well as African religion and philosophy), and can be shared among all people, insists Koka
(1998:34).% As a universal philosophical concept, xbuntu

embraces every human being, all races and nations — uniting them into a new

universal ‘Familibood’ — where individuals, families, communities and nations

would discover the vital fact that: they are an integral part(s) of each other (sic).

(Koka 1998:34)

Ubuntu “affirms an organic wholeness of humanity, a wholeness realised in and through
other people” (Villa-Vicencio 1997:38). It is a “latent force” within human beings which
connects them to one another (Radley 1995). Therefore, ubuntu essentially is about
interconnection and relationship — relationship between a person and his/her
descendants, family, clan, antecedents and God, as well as with his/her inheritance,
property and its produce (Mulago 1969:138, 143).** As Sidhom (1969:102) puts it,

Existence-in-relation sums up the pattetn of the African way of life. And this

encompasses within it a great deal, practically the whole universe. The African

maintains a vital relationship with nature, God the deity, ancestors, the tribe, the
clan, the extended family, and himself (sic). Into each avenue he (sic) enters with
his whole being, without essentially distinguishing the existence of any boundaries
dividing one from the other.
Aftican anthropology is about participation — the principle which illustrates the
interconnection of all forces and maintains and upholds the web of relationships. Itis,
one might argue, the “cohesive principle of the Bantu community” (Mulago 1969:137).%
Because all participate in the system of relationships, it is cohesive — solid, interrelated and
unified. The “unity of life” is seen to be “the centre of cohesion and solidarity” (Mulago
1969:137).

Participation is the element of connection, the element which unites different

beings as beings, as substances, without confusing them. It is the pivot of the

reladonships between members of the same community, the link which binds
together individuals and groups, the ultimate meaning, not only of the unity which
is personal to each man (sic), but of that unity in multiplicity, that totality, that

23 The Pedi conception of a person avers that each individual — “mothe — consists of a body — mmele — of a
soul — moya ~ and a spirit — sert?” (M6nnig 1988:48). Moys and seri#f are life-giving atributes, received from
Modimo. Moya is associated with life itself, while seri#f is associated with a person’s image and name
(Monnig 1988:49-50). Due to the fact that Afnican anthropology emphasises a holistic view of the person,
Taylor (1965:96) claims it to espouse a deeply Christian concept of humanity.

24 For Africans, the “common denominator” of humankind is “Muntu” (Jahn 1961:18). Essental
humanness or “Muntu” is 2 manifestation of “NTU”, “the universal force as such”. “NTU is the universe
of forces” (:114). *It is Being itself, the cosmic universal force, which only modern, rationalizing thought
can abstract from its manifestations. NTU is that force in which Being and beings coalesce. ... NTU
expresses, not the effect of these forces, but their being” (:101). The other manifestations of NTU are
Kintu, Hantu and Kuntu. Muntu is “an entity which is a force which has control over Nommo”, “the
magic power of the word” (:121). Kintu is those forces “which cannot act for themselves and which can
become active only on the command of a Muntu”. Hantu is “a force which localizes spatially and
temporally every event and every ‘motion™ (:102). Kuntu is an action that someone performs, such as
laughing (:103).

35 “Two basic principles seem to underlie all the complex relationships into which man (sic) enters, namely,
the principle of indwelling and the principle of interaction” (Sidhom 1969:102).

56 Teffo (1994c) also forwards the notion that «bumty is a cohesive moral value.
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concentric and harmonic unity of the visible and invisible worlds. (Mulago
1969:145) %'

The most elementary feature of wbunix is its focus on community.** Community
is a “fundamental human good” (Gyekye 1997:75) because it advocates “life in harmony
and cooperation with others, a life of mutual consideration and aid and of
interdependence” (1997:76). It fosters solidarity and partcipation, “fecundity and sharing
in life, friendship, healing and hospitality” (Magesa 1998:55). Ubuntn favours
communalism (community or collectivism) above individualism.*® Indeed,

There seems to be a consensus among such scholars as Nyerere, Nkrumah,

Senghor and a host of others that man (sic) in Africa is not just a social being but

a being that is inseparable from his community. (Sogolo 1993:191)

Although “communalism” may rightfully be deemed the dominant “social theory” in
Africa (Gyekye 1987:154)**, the concept of the community is not exclusive of the notion
of the individual. Gyekye cites an Akan proverb to explain the relationship between the
two: “The clan is like a cluster of trees which, when seen from afar, appear huddled
together, but which would be seen to stand individually when closely approached”
(1987:158). The fact that the clan is likened to a dluster of trees implies that it is indeed a
unit, distinguishable as a unified whole. That it is likened to a cluster of Zmes suggests that
the unit is undeniably made up of separate, autonomous entities. In other words, the
community does not deny individuality, just as individuals cannot deny belonging to a
community.”' Gyekye (1987:210) further explains,

In African social thought human beings are regarded not as individuals but as

groups of created beings inevitably and naturally interrelated and interdependent.

This does not necessarily lead to the submerging of the initiative or personality of

the individual, for after all the well-being and success of the group depend on the

unique qualities of its individual members — but individuals whose consciousness
of their responsibility to the group is ever present because they identify
themselves with the group. Some writers on African social thought and practice
have failed to comprehend the nature of the relation between communalism and
individualism as these concepts really operate in African societies. In African
philosophy, as in African life, these concepts are not considered antithetical, as
they are in European (both capitalist and communist) philosophies.

What all this intimates is that in Africa community defines the person, and not
some isolated static quality of (individual) rationality, will or memory (Menkiti 1979:158).
“Life together is the quintessence of an Aftican understanding of what it means to be

57 Ubuntu creates a balance of material and spiritual realites (Bactle 1997:37).

28 One explanation for this is suggested by ethnologists Van Warmelo and Phophi (1948:10-11), using the
example of Venda society: “Struggling man (sic), beset by so many perils and hostile forces, sought security
in social organization, first in the primordial unit of the blood group, then in the community of groups
forming a tribal unit. If anyone was to be trusted it was the brother, the sister, the close kinsman, and so we
find that the family and kinship are the basic facts of Venda life.”

# According to Taylor (1965:78ff), “the individual” is an abstraction. Humanness manifests itself (only) in
community. An individual disconnected (or expelled) from community is nothing (Taylor 1965:83).

20 Even in his later work (1997), Gyekye continues to defend moderate communitatianism (1997:356l). Yet
he cautions against an extreme or radical view of communitarianism as held by some Africans, where
individual rights are reduced to secondary status. He affirms the imporance of both communal values and
individuality (1997:76). Indeed, if based on humanism, individuality and communitarianism are not in
tension but rather complement each other (1997:288).

26 Such 2 view is similar to that propagated by the Biblical witness. In Pauline thought, the faith
community is considered to be a body ~ the “body of Christ”, i.e. it is one single interdependent unit,
functioning as an awtonomous entity. However, the different patts or members of the body are considered
to have separate functions and purposes (gifts) which all together serve the entire body (see 1 Corinthians
12).
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human” (Villa-Vicencio 1997:38). Fellowship is considered the most important or
primary human need (Prinsloo 1998:53). The suffening of one is conceived as the
suffering of all. Therefore, #buntn may give rse to actions of self-sactrifice by individuals
for the larger group.®® Freedom from want takes precedence over freedom of choice
(Teffo 1994b). Ubunin suives for harmony and security offered by the group (Setiloane
1976:33, 37). It “rests on the pillars of genuine caring and spontaneous sharing”
(Broodryk 1997).%* Given these features of wbuntx, one might agree with Teffo

(1999:293) that its basis is love.®

According to Broodtyk (1997), sbuntu philosophy promotes flexibiliey®® rather
than stability, it embraces plurality, and it highlights the importance of the (extended)
family.®” Ubuntu exhibits simunye — a spirit of oneness and inclusivity, shoshologa —
teamwork, informality (e.g. through casual and spontaneous singing and laughing) and 7:-
foi dancing (which demonstrates a spint of solidarity and togetherness). Moreover, the
ideals of #ima (collective work and responsibility), masakbane (which means “let us build
each other/build together”) as well as wkxblonipa (respect, discipline and good behaviour)
are charactedstics of sbuntu (Koka 1998:31). Stewardship and collective hospitality are
further waits (Mbigi 1995). In sum, #bunsx nurtures and exacts the skills of how to “relate
propetly” (Mfutso-Bengo 2001:57).%

In discussing some of the most pertinent tenets of wbunin, Prinsloo (1994) depicts
a number of scholars’ deliberations about the concept. For example, Khosa likens it to
universal brotherhood. Chinkanda claims it is about noticing the needs and wants of
others. It is the freedom of Africans to run their own affairs, insists Buthelezi. Shutte
asserts it is that which is distinctive, worthwhile, good and valuable in human life.
According to Maphisa, it is rationality versus violence®”. It seeks to understand the frame
of reference of others, suggests Makhudu. Mbigi maintains it is a code of trust, while
Teffo argues it promotes the human as a social moral being. (Prinsloo 1994)

262 Here is an excerpt from a poem by Michel Kayoya (quoted in Shorter 1978:91):

I wanted Africa to contrbute to human values of reladonship

Of dependence

Of hospitality

Of the heant

Of a hierarchy of self knowledge

Of metaphysics

Of mystery

Of joy

Of human sadness

%3 In connection to this see Batde (1997:6) who argues that suffering is central 10 African religiosity, and
that therefore the theology of the cross readily takes root in Africa.

2+ Kinoti (2000:27-34) and Koka (2002:47ff) also see caring in family and community as a prime Afnican
virtue,

25 Leopold Senghor similarly claims that love is “the essential energy” in Afnica (Shorter 1978:53).

26 See Mfutso-Bengu (2001:54) who argues for the “African concept of time as 2 philosophy of flexibility”.
He identifies this “philosophy of flexibility as pre-condition for reconciliation and compassion”. Flexibility
is seen “as a moral category ... is an act of the heart and the will. To be flexible is to have a heart which can
be moved”. A philosophy of flexibility opposes fundamentalism and fanaticism (Mfutso-Bengo 2001:55); it
“is a fruit of encounter and leads 10 a reconciled society” (:56).

%7 Gyekye (1997:292) sees this emphasis on family and kinship relations as an “outstanding cultural value”™.
28 Here is an excerpt from 2 poem by Michel Kayoya (quoted in Shorter 1978:89):

This cloak must cover our own hearts

Our conception of ubuntu (human qualities)

Our love of ubuvyeyi (parental dignity)

Our practice of ubufasoni (nobility of origin)

Our sense of ubutungane (integrity)

The respect for Imana (God) — our father’s legacy to us

2% Rational behaviour is a buman trait, while violent behaviour is animal. Batde agrees that sbunsw counters
a “cosmology of violence” (Battle 1997:9).
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For Nyembezi (1977), wbuntu is “to live and care for others; to act kindly toward
othets; to be hospitable; to be just and fair; to be compassionatem; to assist those In
distress; to be trustful and honest; to have good morals”.*”" To Teffo (1995a), the most
admirable qualides of sbuntu include “justice, respect for persons and property, tolerance,
compassion and sensitivity to the aged, the handicapped and less privileged, unwavering
obedience to adults, parents, seniors and authority””, courtesy, reliability, honesty and
loyalty”. A person following the norms of wbuntu is welcoming, hospitable, warm and
generous, affirming of others, and sees him/herself as belonging to a greater whole (Battle
1997:35). Ubuntu represents solidarity, collective effort, equal contribution, mutual trust,
and fair discipline (Radley 1995). Every effort at maintaining solidarity, improving
communication and circulation of life is viewed as an exercise in “increasing vital force
and preventing the diminution of life” (Mulago 1969:149; see also Tempels 1969). At
base, wbuntu is about practicing the skill of building and maintaining relationships (Mfutso-
Bengo 2001:57).

The ethics of ubuntu

In view of all the above considerations, #bunix is not only an anthropological principle,
but provides the basis for African ethics and morality as well. Wiredu’s assertion, “A
human being needs help” is the point of departure for deliberations about ethics in Africa
(Prinsloo 1998:54). Ubuniu is a social ethic with a reconciling vision for all of humanity
(Teffo 1999:299)*". Gyekye argues that morality in Africa has a social and humanistic
basis (1987:143)™. It does not originate from divine pronouncements, “but from
considerations of human welfare and interests” (1987:208). All ethical and value systems
exist “to reinforce unity and communal life”, to “seek to create a climate for life in
fellowship” and to encourage “mutual participation, exchange and cross-fertilizanon”
(Eiselen and Schapera 1956:270). “Good” actions are “supposed (expected or known) to
bring about or lead to social well-being” (Gyekye1987:132).”” Therefore, African ethics
may be viewed as a form of character ethics (Gyekye 1987:147-148).

In African society, ethics is a structured system “in the light of which each
individual knows where he stands” (Sidhom 1969:112). The aim and purpose of ethics “is
nothing less than the restoration of relationships within the immediate community”
(:113), in view of the fact that community life is constantly threatened by disturbances and
forces of chaos. Such forces are considered evil because they disrupt “the otherwise
normal flow of life and force of the universe” (:113). Connected to the idea of evil (or
forces of destruction) is sin. According to theologian Thias Kgata (1992:328), Africans
perceive sin as

29 Ubunty embraces “reconciling diversity through human encounter and compassion” (Mfutso-Bengo
2001:42).

1 A good person is defined as “generous — with his (sic) time, his concemed involvement with others’
troubles, and with his worldly goods. Generosity was the chiefly virtue per exvellenc and every man (sic)
strove to act like a chief. ... A good man was one who was a poed neighbout. ... The vittues of the good
man were ... respect for seniors, loyalty to kinsmen, assistance to neighbours, freedom from the suspicion
of witchcraft, generosity, meticulous observance of custom, loyalty to the chief and political officers,
kindness and forbearance.” (Hammond-Tooke 1993:99)

22 Arguably, “life is viewed as a structure of roles and functions” (Sidhom 1969:106). Sidhom (1969:107)
asserts that “grouping the commuanity according to age defines the vertical as well as the horizonta) relations
within the community”. African society is thus fairly strucrured and “regimented”. See also section 1.5.1,
“African traditional politics™.

3 See also Kanyandago (1994:49). '

74 However, it does not adhere to what Gyekye calls an “antisupernaturalistic’” humanism, as practised in
the West,

75 Hammond-Tooke (1993:97) asserts, “Moral bebaviour is ... essentially concemed with ‘good’ actions.”
“How did the Southern Bantu conceive of the ‘good’ man (sic)? Firstly, the good man was one who did not
disturb the delicate balance between society and nature.”
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a transgression of the ethical laws and norms derived from the ancestors.”® Sin
constitutes an offence against the human group as a whole, and still farther against
the ancestral spinits. Sin is inherently the destruction of the group’s solidarity, so
that a person sins, not against God, but against others.®”
An offence is not seen in isolation from the broader context. As a result, in Africa an
offender “does not stand alone in guilt”. His/her family, the community, share in it
(Sidhom 1969:112),

Sin is anything that causes disharmony and disturbance - be it socially, physically,
environmentally, etc. It is therefore also related to illness or lack of health (Kgatla
1992:328). Taboos, prohibitions and bans are similarly to be understood in this context
of counterbalancing forces that seek to diminish vital force (Mulago 1969:150).
Disruption caused by sin must be counteracted through correct behaviour by setting
relations right.™ Such a view reveals what Adegbola (1969:116) calls an “ethics of
dynamism”. Or, it may be deemed an “ontological, immanent and inuinsic morality”
(Kuckertz 1981:86, referring to Tetmpels).

Ubuntu as all-encompassing ethos

What Johann Broodryk (1997} calls “Ubuntuism” is a philosophy with tenets broadly
comparable to those of socialism and democracy.*” At the same time, it manifests aspects
of intense humanism.® Teffo (1995a), who similatly equates wbuntx with a kind of
African humanism, declares, “The essence of Man (sic) in African Humanism lies in the
recognition of man as man — before economic, financial and political factors are taken
into consideration. Man is an end in himself. He is a touchstone of value.” Indeed,
“Ubuntuism ... does not deal with political aspects only but is something more holistic in
the sense of converging the institutional, physical, economical, financial and socio-welfare
fields” (Broodryk 1997). Ubuntu is “partcipatory humanity”, which strives at all imes to
seek consensus and unanimity among people (Teffo 1994a). Ubzntx ulumately prepares
the way for reconciliation in the context of justice (Teffo 1994a). Wiredu (1977:49-50)
concurs that a fundamental trait of “traditional culture is its infinite capacity for the

pursuit of consensus and reconciliation” *

How does all this relate to the South African situatdon? Broodryk (1997) argues
that Ubuntuism is en route to becoming “the philosophy of the New South Africa”. Itis
“a process and philosophy which reflects the African heritage, traditions, culture, customs
and beliefs”, and has represented the “moral guideline of traditional life for centuries”.
Ubsniu is not an ideology, since it is universal®™ and does not seek to benefit certain
people at the expense of others. “It is never to the detriment, or at the expense, of
others” (Radley 1995). Good neighbourliness, decent behaviour, an emphasis on brother-
and sisterhood and positive human relations are to be found among many Bantu ethnic

2 Good ethics and morality “is measured by conformity 1o tnibal ethics and laws”; violation against tribal
custom is not sin against God but against the community (Buys and Nambala 2003:6).

717 “The social order is based on the ontological order. Every organization, politica) or other, which offends
this principle could not be recognized by the Bantu as orderly or normal. ... The social order is founded on
vital union, the growth of the inner self and the interdependence of vital influence. Ethics and law follow
logically from the conception of beings and their ontic connection” (Mulago 1969:150). See also Maimela
(1991:12).

778 See section 1.5.1.

7% 1t must be noted that Broodryk distinguishes between consensus and a rigid form of democracy. Ubsaiu
is in favour of the former rather than the latter. Agreeing with Broodryk, Gyekye (1997:116) asserts the
democratic character of traditional African political systems. See also Goba (1995).

0 See also Vilakazi (1991) and Teffo (1994¢). Similarly, according to Gyekye (1997:260), Africans foster a
“humanist moral outlook”.

21 Tutw concurs that the main thrust of sbunix is for reconciliation (Battle 1997:40).

22 Teffo (1995a) would say it is “transcultural” in nature.
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groups in Southemn Africa (i.e. Sotho, Xhosa, Shangaan, Venda etc.), claims Broodryk.
For this reason, he speaks of its “universal applicability”, and its inherent compatibility
with all religions. Through its ideals of sharing, respect, humanness and order, it has the
force to transform South Aftica (Broodryk 1997). Teffo (1994a) agrees with such a bold
assertion when he states,

The ethos of wbuntu, that human essence by which man (sic) is prompted to do

that which is honourable, correct, and proper™, is one single gift that African

philosophy can bequeath to other philosophies of the world, in particular Western
philosophy.®*

Villa-Vicencio has encapsulated and define the concept of xbuntu in socio-political
expressions. He maintains that South Africa would do well in establishing a “heritage
which proclaims a message about human nature which provides an alternative to both
western nodons of individualism and ideological Marxist perceptons of collectivism”
(Villa-Vicencio 1992:164). This means that South African society should strive to
transcend both individualism and {ngidly Marxist) collectivism (:154ff) in order to model
“a new vision of humanity,” namely “a communal vision.” It is this idea of a communal
vision for humanity in South Africa that corresponds with the notion of wbuntn** The
interconnectedness that #bunitu stands for is what South Afacan society needs. The whole
community needs to be shaped into a unified, reconciled web of interdependent existence.
Effectively, South Africans need to learn the “art of living together” (:77).%

The “Ubuntu Pledge” can be viewed as one example of how the philosophy of
wbunty has already been adopted for the social and political transformation of South
Afnica. The pledge pamphlet, presented by the National Religious Leaders’ Forum and
supported by the Masakhane Campaign, could be obtained and signed at the votng
stations during the last national elections in South Africa. Itis “A pledge for a better
South Africa”. The definition of #bunix shown on the pledge pamphlet states: “Ubuntu
means to be human, to value the good of the community above self-interest, to strive to
help other people in the spint of service, to show respect to others and to be honest and
trustworthy.” Aspects of the pledge include:

1 shall stiive to:

Be good and do good. ...

Live honestly and positively. ...

Be considerate and kind. ...

Care for my sisters and brothers within the human family. ...

Respect other people’s rights to their beliefs and cultures. ...

Care for and improve our common environment. ...

Promote peace, harmony and non-violence. ...

Promote the welfare of South Africa as a patriotic citizen. (Ubuntu Pledge

pamphlet)

283 Doing what is proper arises out of “respect for tribal law and custom™ and honouting the ancestors “by
living as they have lived”. Moral behaviour is demanded “within the family and tobe rather than moral
behaviour in general” (Eiselen and Schapera 1956:270).

4 Arguably, a form of wbuntv was also practiced by Thomas Merton and Martin Buber, and certain other
proponents of Western humanism, who emphasised the sanctity of life. In this, Teffo (19942} sees possible
convergences for cross-culrural dialogue. Furthermore, sbuntu ought to be and is applied in modern
“Western” disciplines, for example in business ethics.

%5 Moreover, such a vision can be compared to the one propagated by the Biblical heritage. Villa-Vicencio
(1992:165) draws parallels between Biblical and séwsix politics when he claims, “The message contained in
the biblical vision of society is a message concerning the individual worth and dignity of all people, reakized in
community with others. More specifically, it is a heritage grounded in the story of people who are the focus of
God’s special care, despite their lowly and despised status in the world — whether they be slaves in Egypt,
the poor of Israel, widows, orphans, the sick or the oppressed of society.”

26 Villa-Vicencio has a section in his book entitled, “Politics as the art of living together.”

105



Desmond Tutu is perhaps the most ardent advocate of xbuntx in South Africa. To
him, wbuntu is about unifying apparent opposites, joining together instead of separating
entities that are seemingly irreconcilable. Ubunix offers no room for “us versus them”
thinking or rhetoric. Rather, it exacts the realisation that “my” or “our” humanity “is
caught up, inextricably bound up, in theirs. We belong in a bundle of life” (Tutu 1999:34-
35). Therefore, with reference to the hostile divide between blacks and whites, oppressed
and oppressors, victims and perpetrators in South Aftica, Tutu {1999:35) boldly asserts

Ubuntu means that in a real sense even the supporters of apartheid were vicims of

the vicious system which they implemented and which they supported so

enthusiastically. Our humanity was intertwined.
In view of our country’s unhappy past, #buntx means the people of South Africa “are
interconnected in this network of interdependence and togetherness, so that what
happened to one, in a very real sense happened to them all” (Tut 1999:127). In other
words, wbunty can help South Africans realise that they belong to one another (despite all
outward signs of enmity and division), that they shate a common history as well as a
common future, and that they are dependent on each other for their collective well-being.

According to Michael Battle (1997}, Tutu is a proponent of what could be called
“ubuntu theology”. This is a theology emphasising that all human beings are created in
the image of God. “Tutu tums the concept of ubuntu into a theological concept in which
human beings are called to be persons because we are made in the image of God,” claims
Battle (1997:64).%" Other theologians, too, perceive wbunts to be the African equivalent of
the theology of the image Dei (see for example Moyo 2002:298). According to Koka
(1998:34), wbunin is a special “embodiment of God’s ‘image and likeness’, his power and
divinity in man (sic).”™ Ubuntu highlights that “quality about a person which elevates him
(sic) to a plane very near to godliness,” claims Mogoba (1981:56).

In Tutw’s view, besides stressing human beings’ likeness to God, “the reality of
ubuntu is bound up in Jesus, who creates new relationships in the world” (Battle 1997:73).
Ubuntu is seen as a metaphor for “human participation in the divine life” (Battle 1997:57).
The fullness of humanity only becomes manifest in &oinonia, in community. Indeed, Tutu
declares, “God has made us so that we will need each other. We ate made for a delicate
network of interdependence” (Batde 1997:35), What this implies is that “human identties
are uniquely made to be more cooperative than competiuve” (:79).

Tutu ultimately sees “ubuntu as life in relaton to God and neighbour” (Battle
1997:9). Ubuntu theology has the ability of restoring humanity and dignity to both
perpetrators and victims of violence, and of creating a sense of mutuality among humans
who ate alienated from one another (Batte 1997:5). Ubunin is the force that is able to
bridge the terrble nfts created by the injustices and inhumanities of the past. It is in fact
the force that uldmately counterbalances the evil of apartheid. South African writer
Antjie Krog (2003:159) reflects, “Ubuntu, The most profound opposite of Apartheid.
More than forgiveness™ or reconciliation. More than ‘turn the other cheek’. It is what
humanity has lost.”

Ubuntu theology, therefore, has many possible advantages. For one, “out of the
confidence of being God’s viceroy persons in the community of ubuntu are moved to
care for others” (Battle 1997:48). Ubunsx builds up interdependent community (:40),
cherishes diversity in community (:42), encourages transformation into a new identity (:44)

27 Other African theologiens agree when declating, “We are convinced that the Banw principle of vital
participation can become the basis of a specifically African theological strucrure. ... Communion as
participation in the same life and the same means of life will, we believe, be the centre of this ecclesiological
theology” (Mulago 1969:157). However, there are also critics of Tutu’s theology, ¢.g. Mosala and Cone
(Batde 1997:1554t).

288 Indeed, in African thought, spiritual life and biological life “meet in the hurnan being” (Jahn 1961:107).
29 Deborah Matshoba, a sutvivor of torrure during the apartheid regime, declares that “forgiveness is
creating a cultuce of ubuntu, humanness, medemenslikheid...” (quoted by Krog 2003:157).
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and integrates cultures (:45). Before the commencement of the new dispensation in South
Afnca, Tutu even argued that sbunty theology could be a force to “overthrow Apartheid”
through humanising the oppressor and establishing a sense of all South Africans
belonging to one another (:47). As such, xbuntu theology imparts a “paradigm of
reconciliason™ (:80), which is sorely needed and can be adopted by South Africa. “An
African sense of community includes rather than separates. Herein is a basts for butlding
a common South Africanness — a basis for sharing stories that transcend the isoladon of
the past in the pursuit of reconciliation” (Villa-Vicencio 1997:39).

Possible drawbacks of ubuntu

Lest we fall into the trap of glorifying and romanticising #buniu beyond what is realistic, it
is necessary to at least mention some of its potendial pitfalls. It is important to
acknowledge that #buntu can be abused (Sindane 1994). An extremist view of wbuntx
declares that humanness manifests itself only in community, and that an individual
disconnected (or expelled) from community is nothing (Taylor 1965:83). This can have
two negatve results. First, persons can be marginalised by virtue of their individuality.
What van Niekerk (1994) calls the “dark side of ubuntu” includes harshness or
unkindness against dissenting individuals, i.e. those who do not toe the line that the
community dictates.? In instances where not toeing the comsmunity line involves
ctiminal or otherwise destructive behaviour, marginalisaton may be seen as a form of
justifiable punishment or rehabilitation. It may be seen as therapeutc for and protective
of the society, and may in fact be necessary (e.g. imprisonment of criminals or
institutional rehabilitation of mentally instable people who cause harm). Yet if people are
marginalised for reasons other than social disruption or dangez, this is cruel. ™

Although Gyekye is in favour of moderate communitarianism (1997:35ff), I have
already shown that he cautions against an extreme or radical view of communitarianism as
held by some Africans, where individual rights are reduced to secondary status. The
reduction or obliteration of individual rights and freedoms may be deemed a second
possible harmful effect of radical communalism.?*? The flip side of this is that individuals’
personal responsibiliies and duties may also become eroded, or relegated to the
background. In certain instances, #buniu may bring about a clash between the sensibilides
of group solidarity and personal responsibility (van Niekerk 1994). For example, in
university settings an extreme form of «buniu may call for a “pass one, pass all” policy.
Here, the desires of the group are elevated above individual efforts, responsibilites and
duties. Surely this is an extreme or wayward expression of wbunix that ought not to be
tolerated.

In traditional African society, social hierarchies are common (Taylor 1965:84). A
person’s social status is strongly determined by his/her class, rank, age and sex (Ménnig
1988:329). These categones are socially constructed. They can be exclusive and, if
applied rigorously, ruthless. Some examples: Persons belonging to a certain (low) class
may never be afforded the same kind of respect and dignity from others, as persons
belonging to a higher class. This may cause jealousy, resentment, and even hate. If a
person of seniority abuses his/her power, persons of younger age are expected to accept
this without resistance. Under such circumstances, terrible cruelty may be committed (e.g.
child abuse or wife battering). Because of the hierarchy of the sexes, women are usually
regarded as lower in status. ‘This vulnerability is shown in the fact that many African
women ate victims of violence — domestic and institutional. Women furthermore are not

20 Indeed, Africans may display the tendency to exclude outsiders, concedes Gyekye (1997:256).

21 Perhaps the most extreme form of such cruelty is expressed when people are accused of witcheraft and
are therefore shunned or even “hunted”, even though no clear evidence exists of their guilt (see Crosmng
Witcheraft Barriers 2003).

22 For this reason, Gyekye affirms the importance of both communal values and individuality (1997:76),
and sees them in complementarnity rather than mutual exclusion.
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allowed to participate in important decision-making processes that affect them, and are
therefore sometimes misrepresented. African feminists decry the inherent sexism found
in certain aspects of traditonal culture, and many strongly reject it as oppressive and
dehumanising >

Since family and kin n;gresent the inner circle of Africans’ community-ofientation,
the danger of nepotism arises.” Nepotistn, and in some cases tribalism (where one tribe
provides for itself to the detriment and exclusion of other tribes or ethnicities), stems
from the honourable desire to show respect and kindness to one’s closest community
members. Yet it unfortunately is exclusive of those who do not belong in that category.™
Ultimately it is unfair to those who do not have family-, kin- or clan-members in powerful
places, since they will never have representation there, and will never be able to occupy
those places themselves. As potential negative outcomes of a narrow and restricted
understanding of #bunix, nepotsm and tribalism ulamately cause hosdility and ill-feeling,
not to mention bribery, cotruption and general break-down in the broader community.

Even the great advocate of wbuntu, Tutu, uncovers a weakness in it by stating that
it sometimes “encourages conservation and conformity”. This can stifle personal
creativity and expression. For this reason, “It needs to be corrected by the teaching about
[each individual’s] inalienable uniqueness.... We need both aspects to balance each other”
(Battle 1997:xiii). Wiredu, too, warns of the danger of #buntx in potentally undermining
individual freedom, especially in contexts of authoritarian political rule (Battle 1997:51).
Contrary to its ethos of inclusivity and acceptance, wbuniu may at times become exclusive
of “other” ethnic groups. For example, in the case of both the Zulu and Pedi languages,
ethnic groups other than themselves are classed as non-persons (Mogoba 1981:57). “Itis
a great problem in Africa, and here in our own country especially, that people want to
sepatate themselves into little groups. Such groups can become exclusive,” admits Koka
(07.07.2004). Yet he maintains that in fact such exclusivism is a perversion of the true
African way. He ultimately defends «buntw by insisting, “The notion of Africanness is
inclusive.”

Why is ubuntu a resource for reconciliation?
Using a formulation of the Summary Report from the Lutheran World Federation
Working Group on African Religion (2002:23), I pinpoint why 1 believe African
anthropology can make a significant contribution to the problem of social reconciliation:
This optimistic anthropology is one of the treasures which Africans could
fruitfully approprate to regain confidence in the human ability to confront and
overcome social problems.
African tradition focuses on social relatonships, and the healing of broken relationships.
In appropriating “this human-centred approach” to life (Summary Report 2002:23), South
African society might be able to redirect its efforts with regard to reconciliation.
Moreover, African anthropology’s positive and affirming view of humankind may help to
overcome feelings of disappointment in and frustration about people; it may counteract
feelings of resentment, antipathy or anger, but also feelings of inadequacy, guilt and
shame. It may even foster a willingness to forgive and to give someone a “second
chance”. Essentially, it has the potential to restore lost hope in humanity and its ability to
do and be good. Ubunix will expect the best, hope for the best and bring out the best in
people. Ubuntx does not give up on people, and it does not despair in their failures and

B3 See Oduyoye (1995:137), Comaroffs {1991:152ff).

24 Sadly, cases of nepotism and tribalism abound in Africa. See for example Ayittey (1999) and Leistner
(2003},

25 Koka is one Africanist who vehemently rejects such forms of exclusivism (07.07.2004). He deems them
decidedly un-African, although he grants that some Africans are guilty of them.
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inadequacies. For these reasons, I consider it an outstanding resource and basis for
reconciliatory endeavours in South Africa, but also in other contexts.*®

According to Lederach (1997:84), in order to provide an environment for
sustained reconciliation and peacability to thrive, an “infrastructure for peacebuilding”
needs to be built. “Such an infrastructure is made up of a web of people, their
telationships and activides, and the social mechanisms necessary to sustain the change
sought. This takes place at all levels of the society.” It seems to me that the African
anthropological resoutce of xbuntu provides such an infrastructure; it champions a
paradigm of reconciliation which may lead South African society on the way to peace and
social harmony. Moreover, one can argue that ubunix creates “‘a spiritual culture” that has
the potential to pave the way for a social scenario of co-operation and respect, harmony
and peace (Koka 1998:34). Put differenty, vbunix promotes “an African spirituality of
compassionate concern” (Battle 1997:1234f), and is therefore undoubtedly a boon to
societies marked by a history of compassionlessness and indifference from the side of the
powerful.

It has been the task of secaon 2.2 to divulge some of the tenets of an African worldview
that could provide positive resources for social reconciliation in the South African
context. I have considered some contibutions to be gleaned from African religion and
spintuality, Afnican philosophy and African anthropology and ethics. Throughout, I have
dred to demonstrate that certain aspects of these pillars of an African worldview may
present a strong foundation and offer an effective impetus for social reconciliation
endeavours.

2.3 Traditional legal procedures that aim at social reconciliation

In the previous section I considered the broader aspects of Aftican tradition — its religious
worldview, its philosophy and its anthropological assumptions — that are helpful resources
in the reconciliation process. 1 now tumn to the more specific elements embedded in this
cultural tradition that could be gleaned for the purpose of reconciliation endeavours in
South Africa. African societies, like all other societies, have a way of managing their
affairs. When wrong has been committed, when persons or their belongings have been
violated, when people disagree or fight, there are ways and means to address these
matters. Legal procedures are a common feature of African communities that aim at
restoring social rifts and sorting out problems. In what follows I attempt to outline the
most basic forms of judicial practice in African tradidonal communities, in order to show
in what way they might prove efficacious for social reconciliation efforts. The one form is
the court procedure, heavily relying on mediation in its early phases. The other form,
closely related to the former, is the palaver. After having sketched these types of legal
custom, I will offer a brief evaluation of them in view of their strengths and weaknesses
with relation to reconciliation in South Africa.

The question might arise as to why it is of importance at all to discuss traditional
legal processes. According to surveys done in Namibia, most Africans display great
loyalty towards traditional legal institutions and authorities, and show their preference for
these above the Western judicial system. Contrary to the investigatots’ expectations, even
women and youth regard traditional indigenous legal practice as mote beneficial (Hinz
2002:33). Manfred Hinz (2002:34) has found that adherence to customary legal
procedures is still widespread in African communities. One reason for this is that

2% Hay (1998:136) agrees when asserting, “In South Affrica today, the nation needs this, not only traditional
people. ... Many people in SA have lost their sbuntv through the violence of apartheid and related violence
and need their humanity to be restored.”
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traditional-minded people are dissaasfied, disillusioned, disinterested and distrustful of the
“justice system of the white man” (Hinz 2002:35). Essentially, people continue to hold
their indigenous judicial system in high esteem because it is seen as establishing
equilibrium and balancing social relations, i.e. it offers a viable method for establishing
peace (Hinz 2002:35).

Conflict resolution in Africa is “closely related to the whole system of
motality/ethics of African Religion,” claims Laurenti Magesa (1998:235)*”". The “African
legal system and the moral system are inseparable” (1998:237). In fact, the legal system
supports the religious system and vice versa (Monnig 1988:301). Legal processes aim at
the “readjustment and restoration of relationships” (1988:308) which is, as I have shown
in the preceding section, also the main purpose of religion.

When considering law and justice in an Affrican context, one would do well in
identifying the meanings associated with concepts such as “wrong”, “evil”, “crime” and
“sin”. According to ethnologist Ménnig (1988:63-65), there exists in African traditional
society a continuum between good (borse) and evil (bobe).*® “Evil” can be divided into
four broad categories. The first is sebr, translated as “sin”, although sebe arguably has little
similarity to the Christian concept of sin. Sebe involves actions that affect life on earth
only; it is any transgression against the natural order. Sebe “includes all wrongs
perpetrated by one person against another or by one group of people against another; it
includes moral faults, such as lack of respect, dishonesty, and slander. It ranges from
murder and theft to discourtesy to one’s superiors.” (Monnig 1988:65) Connected to sebe
is dstshila, i.e. dirt or impurity. Ditshila is sometimes acquired unconsciously, as a result of
pollution of which one is unaware. It is dangerous — “a contaminating condition which
can infect those who come into contact with it” (Ménnig 1988:66).

The second type of evil is molato, translated as “wrong”. It is punishable in court,
and is vsually a transgression against the customary order. One of most sevete cases of
molato is witchcraft, punishable by death. Witchcraft “is not considered as a sin since it is
not punishable through supernatural sanctions” (M6nnig 1988:65). Category three is
hlompha ot godisa, which is habitually connected to matters of respect or honout. The
fourth form of evil is dikgaba, which indicates a lack of equilibrium of social relations or
disunity, resulung in bad luck. Dikgaba follows if the “supernatural bond existing between
the members of a family” is tampered with (Monnig 1988:64).

In traditional societes conflict often atises over tension in family units (Clignet
1990:65). These tensions are frequently connected with modes of production (:66), rules
of descent (:67), structures of matrimonial exchanges (:69) or modes of political
integration (:70). Conflict among tribes or ethnic groups occurs when they are sharing the
same territory (:71), or over interethnic marriages. Ethnic, residential and occupational
differentiation (:72) or social boundanes (:73) are counted among the reasons for conflict
as well.

A definite feature of African legal procedures is that they emphasise the
responsibility of the group rather than (only) the individual. Community rights are
elevated above individual rights (Monnig 1988:308).* As already shown, this is typical of
the African anthropological ideal of #buntu. For this reason, “a court would not normally
support an individual against his own group” (Hammond-Tooke 1993:89).

Respect for seniots, as well as for old traditions and customs, is also important in
African law. This is shown in the fact that all old men have the authority to end a quarrel
between younger persons by repnimanding them. If their reprimand is not heeded, the
quatrellers may be heavily punished, the reason being that they acted disrespectfully —

#7 It is hard to distinguish “law” from “custom, taboos, divination, mediumship, ... and good company in
general” (Magesa 1998:235).

2% These are the words used in the Pedi language.

29 See also Taylor (1965:78ff), Teffo (1994b) and Buys and Nambala (2003:6).
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both against the old man and against the traditional custom he represents (Ménnig
1988:322).

Traditional mediation and court proceedings

In traditional societies “quarrels and disputes could be extremely disruptive”. Legal
institutions had the urgent task of “patching up of the rift” once one had occurred within
the community (Hammond-Tooke 1993:89).

The main task of the courts, then, was not to decide an issue in terms of legal

abstracdons (as in the west) but to ensure that reconciliation took place. Judicial

decisions were based on precedent, but legal niceties were never allowed to stand

in the way of reconciliation. (Hammond-Tooke 1993:90)

Indeed, Krige (1976:77) agrees,

The fundamental objective is the re-establishment of the relatons that have

become broken or strained, and that objecave is achieved, not so much by

vindicating rules as by reconciling partes. Thete is indeed 2 tacit assumption that
the social equilibrium will be maintained if personal relations are suitably adjusted.

The primary task of the courts is therefore to smooth out personal difficulties

rather than to settle legal issues. For in law as in life it is not the rule that is

important but the personal and social relations.
These factors also influenced the organisation of the courts. Disputes were rarely purely
between individuals per s¢, but rather between groups. Wrecked relationships could
quickly get out of hand, causing cleavage between groups. The resolution of quarrels,
therefore, was entrusted to administrative authorities. Since there was no separation
between tribal administration and the judiciary, courts were part and parcel of the
“decision-making bodies that assisted chiefs and headmen in the running of their wards
and chiefdoms”. The same group of men who habitually met to manage matters
pertaining to community also sat as a court of law. Yet court proceedings were
distinguishable from other affairs of government by the terminology and code of conduct
employed.*® (Hammond-Tooke 1993:90; see also Schapera 1956:214-217)

In traditional societes, a judicial process is long and intricate, and follows a certain
set of conventions. The formal treatment of disputes is the responsibility of the hierarchy
of courts connected to the administrative areas into which the chiefdom is divided,
“starting with that of the ward headman and ending with that of the chief at the capital”
(Hammond-Tooke 1993:91; see also Hunter 1979:414).>” The chief is aided by a small
board of officials whose special task it is to direct and counsel him on the use of law.**
They are expected to be present at all legal hearings to contribute continuity of
experience. When the chief is young the court is very much controlled by the older, more

00 “Among South Nguni, for example, the coundil of men was called jbandis; when it converted itsel€ into a
court it became an iwdwrdls” (Hammond-Tooke 1993:90).

301 In the case of the Pondo, “Each headman, or chief, with the men under him, forms a court of first
instance, and from the court of every headman or chief there is an appeal 1o the court of his immediate
superior, and from thence to the court of the paramount chief” (Hunter 1979:414), “The courts of district
chiefs with headmen under them, and the court of the paramount chief, are courts of first instance for the
people living immediately round their great place, as well as being appeal courts for the whole district, and in
the case of the paramount, for the whole of eastern or western Pondoland” (Hunter 1979:415).

302 “The chief was a very busy man. He used to spend the whole day in his &kborls hearing complaints,
discussing matters, or trying cases; to give him his due, he was accessible to the meanest, and the complaint
of a poor man would always be heard” (Ellenberger 1992:266). Indeed, the chief “must give ear to all his
subjects, irrespective of rank; and much of his tme is spent daily in his official courtyard” (Schapera
1956:177). Moreover, the role of the fuduna is also very significant, He is the special advisot to the chief, the
chief's “right-hand man, acting as intermediary between him and the council and tabe, and 2s his
mouthpiece on all formal and many informal occasions™ (Schapera 1956:182). In cases whete there is a
dispute between a chief and a member of his tribe, often a neighbouring chief is called upon to reconcile

them (Schapera 1956:192).
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experienced counsellors. (Hammond-Tooke 1993:91; Hunter 1979:416)

Before being brought before the courts (which are the higher instances of legal
deliberation), disputes are dealt with by less formal bodies also charged with the task of
settling social problems. The “court” of the local descent group is the first and most im-
portant of these informal bodies. Affairs involving the immediate family, and also the
wider descent group, are examined first within these bodies®”, under the leadetship of the
genealogically senior man. Indeed, in the elementary or compound family the regime of
patnia poiesias prevails, where the father is responsible for the organised running of family
matters. He also represents the family in all its external business. In all affairs that affect
people beyond his own family, such as marriage, he seeks the counsel of his senior
reladves. As its genealogical head, the senior male member of an extended family has
extensive authority and the right to arbitration among the members of the group.® He
however usually works in co-operation with other senior men of the group. Issues
deliberated at this level are generally of domestic nature, e.g. quarrels between spouses, or
the failure to comply with kinship obligations. This “family court” has the authority to
punish members through exacting minor penalties. Nevertheless it lacks the power to
implement its own decisions or recommendations by force. Essentally, it is a court of
arbitration. 1f it fails to accomplish reconciliation the matter has to be moved up one
level, i.e. placed before the headman’s court, which then acts “as a court of first instance, -
hearing evidence de #ow”. In other words, serious and complicated cases go to official
courts (Hammorid-Tooke 1993:91; Monnig 1988:282, 315; Schapera 1956:213). Court
fees consist of either a goat or sheep paid by the plaintff to the chief to open a case
(Hunter 1979:417).

The family court is considered very important. The higher court usually always
inquires whether the case brought before it has been discussed by a family court.* If not,
the matter is sent back to the lower, less formal levels. The court only accepts cases that
have been refetred to it by the lower courts. (Hammond-Tooke 1993:92; Ménnig
1988:308, 311) “The principal vehicle for setting disputes outside the official courts is
the mediation within or between family groups” (Ménnig 1988:314). Mediation aims at
finding a satisfactory compromise, and settling the quarre] as amicably as possible, thereby
forestalling the need for approaching the higher court. Intermediaries or mediators
therefore have “considerable political powers, as well as judicial powers” (Monnig
1988:283). They are crucial to the functioning of the process for settling disputes through
“family courts”.

The method of mediation follows some simple guidelines. The wronged party
sends a mediator to the accused. In Northern Sotho the name for the mediator is
mmaditsela, meaning “road”. Metaphorically speaking, the mediator is a road between the
two who are at loggerheads; s/he literally travels the road between them — “shuttling
between the two quarrelling parties” — usually more than once (Kgatla 02.09.2004). The
mediator is sent to show the accused that wrong has been committed.™ S/he is usually a
specific person in the family of the plaintff; the position of intermediary is mosty
hereditary.’” The role of the intermediary is defined by certain characteristics. Generally
s/he is an experienced, elderly person of high social standing who masters language and
idiom well. S/he is supposed to be very tactful and diplomatic, humble and not

33 For “family matters were secret and dirty linen should not be displayed in public” (Hammond-Tooke
1993:91).

364 The *“jural principle that lies at the heart of these societies” is “filial piety and great respect for seniors”
(Hammond-Tooke 1981:28).

35 In addition, some Sotho had regimental courts which dealt with offences committed in connection with
the initiation schools ot regimental duties, and special women’s courts (associated with the female age-
regiments).

3¢ Duting the process of mediation, the quatrellers do not meet face to face (Ralushai 31.08.2004).

3 The intermediary may be male or female,
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offensive, not argumentative but gently persuasive.’® Her/his aim is to reconcile and not
to cause offence. Frequently the intermediary uses totem names and not family names
when addressing the subject (e.g. “The lions have sent me...”). If settlement is not
treached by the first round of mediation, the involved families may attempt this procedure
again, calling upon more relatives to assist in the deliberations.>” Only if several
mediation attempts fail is the matter relegated to the courts (Ménnig 1988:316)." If,
howevet, the process succeeds, the culmination of the mediation is reconciliation. Then a
goat or sheep is slaughtered as a sign of celebration that the dispute has been settled.
(Kgatla 02.09.2004; Monmig 1988:282, 299; Ntsimane 2000:22)

Generally tribes maintain friendly relations with neighbours (Ménnig 1988:298).
Yet at times the need arises for the settlement of inter-tribal affairs (be they disputes or
other matters). In such cases, special intermediaries are elected that may serve between
strangers, i.e. across cultural lines. This shows that mediators are not limited to exercising
their role and duty in one ethnic group only. Inter-tribal litigations follow the same
procedures as those used within a tribe, clan or family (Monmg 1988:313).

All formal and diplomatic relations between tribes are maintained by an extensive

system of appointed intermedianies (4arsefa), which funcdons on very similar lines

to the system of intermediaries which operates in the formal relationships between
kgoros and between these units and the chief within the tribal organization.

(Ménnig 1988:299)

The process of bringing a case to court is “simple and logical,” claims Hammond-
Tooke. A person who feels his/her rights to have been violated would “report the matter
to the sub-headman, or go with this official to the headman of the defendant’s ward (if
they lived in different wards} to report the matter”. As soon as possible a date is agreed
upon for the hearing.>' The defendant and his people are charged to attend, bringing
with them any witnesses they might have. The plaintff’s witnesses are also summoned to
attend the hearing. (Hammond-Tooke 1993:92; Hunter 1979:415)

The matter is brought forward at the determined time “in the men’s meeting
place”?, a prominent feature of the homestead of the chief or headman (“usually
adjacent to the cattle byre and preferably under a large shade tree”).”” The chief or judge,
with his counsellors and close relatives sits facing the rest of the people present, all of
whom are allowed to participate fully in the proceedings. Women were not permitted to
be present unless they were personally involved in the case or were witnesses to the
events causing the dispute.’* Since attending the chief’s court is a preferred pastime,
many {men) come to attend hearings. The two parues directly involved generally sit in the

30 Ntsimane (2000:22) outlines some forms of traditional Zulu mediation. In the case of fighting clansmen,
a third party is called in 10 limula (bring peace through mediation). Once both parties have brought forward
their case, the mediator pleads with them to settie their dispute, This rirual pleading is of great significance
in the process.

¥? In some cases the mediator bargains for the guilty party (Ralushai 31.08,2004),

312 Among the Venda, in serious cases a royal messenger is used for negotiating compensaton (Ralushai
31.08.2004).

31 Courts have no fixed sessions, but only meet when a case is to be setded.

312 “No women attend except those bringing cases and those called as witnesses, but it is remembered that
Mancaphayi, mother of Bokleni, late paramount chief of the Nyandeni, was often consulted in intricate
cases by the counsellors because she was so shrewd. Women can bring cases in their own name” (Hunter
1979:415).

33 In the case of the Basuto, “The &kborls, or court, was 2 semi-circular structure, made of reeds, facing
north-east or east, and with its back to the west or south-west, from which quarter comes the prevailing
wind. 1t vanied in size according 10 the importance of the chief. When a case was tried, the chief sat in the
centre with his headmen and counsellors on either side, while the public who could not find room in the
semicircle occupied the open space in front” (Ellenberger 1992:266). In some cases, ritual association with
the ceremonial fire gives the court more authority (Ménnig 1988:314).

34 For cases involving mainly women, there are, in certain tribes, special women’s cousts (Schapera
1956:213).
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front, towards the middle.™*® In their rear is a semi-circle of people representing the
general public.’® Witnesses are among those seated in the public area. (Hammond-Tooke
1993:92; Ellenberger 1992:266; Hunter 1979:415-416; Magesa 1998:238-239; Krige 1974:
229-230; see also Schapera 1956:214-217)

‘The process starts with the judge briefly summatising the circumstances
surrounding the case. Then the plaintiff is invited to formulate his grievance.’” (If the
individual against whom the crime was committed is no longer alive, his/her relatives or
heirs take the deceased’s stand (Schapera 1956:218)). “Great latitude™ is allowed at this
point. According to Hammond-Tooke, the plaintff may not be interrupted or called to
order, and may elaborate his/her point for as long as s/he wishes and with much emotion
and dramatic effect. Hunter on the other hand asserts that any member of the court may
interrupt at any point with questions. Once the plaintiff is finished with his/her speech,
the defendant is called upon to respond, under the same rules. Both parties are then
cross-examined, “both by the judge and his assessors and by any of those present”. If
there are any witnesses they are instructed to offer their contribution.”® When all those
involved have brought their input without disturbance or intimidation, the affair is
opened up for general discussion.”” Even a visitor from another district is at liberty to
take part™, but most of the questions are asked by a few older men. Again, speakers are
granted much leeway “to range widely and probe deeply”.*” The assessors then shate
their opinions concerning the case, “speaking strictly in ascending order of seniority”.”?
The judge finally sums up the evidence as well as the diverse standpoints that have been
put forward. If possible, he quotes certain precedents from traditional wisdom to direct
the court.’® Previous cases also determine the verdict. The chief’s judgement is

315 In the case of the Pondo, the plaintiff and defendant sit down a litde apart from the rest of the court.
For the initial phase of the hearing, the witnesses are sent out of earshot (Hunter 1979:415). Among the
Zuly, the quarrelling parties are seated some distance away from each other, facing the sun (Krige
1974:230).

MeTeis in)tcresting to note at this point what Kgalushi Koka calls the ciscle structure of conflict resolution in
African Jegal proceedings. The circle structure is opposed to a hierarchy structure, and is more conducive to
achieving reconciliation among people. Koka (2003:4) translates terms such as kkgorla and imbizp as
“community patliamemt”, and insists that ciscle symbolism is to be found in much of African life (e.g.
people seated in a circle, headbands, huts, and kraals).

37 “The plaintiff stands up, uncovers his head out of respect to the court (even 2 woman uncovers although
normally she shows respect by coveting her head), unpins or unknots the fastening of the blanket on his
shoulder, *for if he left it fastened the whole case would be “tied up”, and he would have bad luck’, and
states his case” (Hunrer 1979:415),

HE “YWitnesses for both sides are called, one being called at a time, that they may not hear each other's
evidence” (Hunter 1979:416). If a witness is unable to attend the case, s/he can send someone to narrate
her/his staternents on her/his behalf (Knge 1974:231).

39 However, people who say things many resent are shouted down (Krige 1974:231).

320 When Hunter “inquired whether persons with a case never packed the court with friends to ask the
opposition awkward questions, I was told that such a thing had never been known to happen” (Hunter
1979:415),

321 “The criterion used by the court was the universal one; that of the ‘reasonable man’. What the judges did
in trying to establish accountability was to compare the behaviour of the defendant against a generalised
conception as to how a reasonable father, kinsman, neighbour would have behaved in the particular
circamstances of the case — and the defendant, of course, was at pains to convince them that he sad
behaved reasonably” (Hammond-Tooke 1993:93).

32 Hunter (1979:417) renders a slighty different account of the final stages of the hearing than Hammeond-
Tooke: “When the chief feels that a case has been sufficiently discussed he announces, or causes an ipbakathi
to announce, that “We have heard’, and the case is closed. The court continues with the next case. When all
the cases that are to be tried that day have been heard, the plainuiffs, defendants, and witnesses are ordered
to withdraw, and the court discusses each case”

32 Indeed, customary law has been handed down by tradition. Traditional people believe the law was
created when humankind was created, and that it is therefore sacred and inalienable (M&nnig 1988:301).
Nonetheless, there is no such thing as judgement by default, no clear-cut “law or prescription”. Custom
demands that all cases must be discussed separately and with care (Ménaig 1988:317).
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considered to be a reflection of the reasonable views of the majority, and not necessarily
his own opinion. In fact, he is not permitted to give a judgement that conflicts with
customary law, or against the general opinion of the court. Essentially thus reflects a
democratic system which attempts to gauge majority opinion.” (Hammond-Tooke
1993:93; Magesa 1998:240; Hunter 1979:416; Monnig 1988:287; Ellenberger 1992:266-
267; Krige 1974:230). The final decisions of the court are legally binding (Monnig
1988:310). Given all this, traditional law is nonetheless flexible (Hinz 2002:37).
Traditional justice systems can be and are adjusted and adapted to new situations — they
are not as rigid as one thinks, but capable of flexibility and change (Hinz 2002:38).

According to Hammond-Tooke, the process of reaching a verdict is
“sophisticated”. Heated rhetoric and incisive forensic interrogation are not uncommon.
The basis of the discussion is eyewitness accounts and material evidence. The
“impression made on the court by disputants (as well as knowledge of their characters)”
are all considered carefully. From time to time circumstantial evidence 1s reckoned to be
acceptable®” “but hearsay evidence is treated with caution”*®, (Hammond-Tooke 1993:93;
Hunter 1979:416-417)

What seems to be a common feature in all such proceedings is “a concerted
effort”, not only to determine guilt, but also to enable the loser to accept the court’s
decision without ill-feeling or resentment. In tradioonal village societies it was unperagve
for disputes to be settled cordially, “to prevent the breach in relations from festering and
causing disturbance in the future” (Hammond-Tooke 1993:93). Judges and their
counsellors exert great effort to help the guilty party to acknowledge that s/he has done a
wrong thing and that s/he desetves to be reprimanded for this. Similarly the accuser is
encouraged to forgive the injury received. The final speeches of the judges are indeed
comparable to sermons “for they are not only concerned that people should behave
reasonably, but also that they should behave generousiy. Here law and morality came
together” (Hammond-Tooke 1993:93).>” Ulumately, the task of the courts revolves
around questions of cotrect and honourable behaviour and trustworthiness.” Its prime
concern is with morality and the overall well-being of the community. (Hammond-Tooke
1993:96; Magesa 1998:214, 238)

In traditional society, regulations and rules employed by the courts are not
codified, and are less clearly defined than those in Western societies. Nonetheless,
Hammond-Tooke claims it is possible to differentiate between two kinds of rules that
roughly correspond with the Western notions of civil law and criminal law (Hammond-
Tooke 1993:94; see also Krige 1974:223; Ménnig 1988:305; Schapera 1956:204, 208).°”
Civil law concerns “the pnvate rights of people in regard to personal status, property and
contracts™ and criminal law considers “various actions as offences against the society as

324 Howevet, there is always the danger of intimidation. People fear speaking against the will of the chief.
Nonetheless, there are many checks on the chief’s power in order to avoid such situations. Ultimately, the
community has the desire for the system to function harmoniously (Ménnig 1988:287).

35 For example, “being discovered at night in 2 woman’s hut” is deemed “prima facie evidence of adultery,
unless there were other factors” (Hammond-Tooke 1993:93).

3% “Witnesses take no oath, but are fined by the court if proved to be giving false witness” (Hunter
1979:416). “Tswana and Venda punished flagrant cases of false witnessing” (Hammond-Tooke 1993:93).

321 “The law demands right and reasonable action: morality asks for right and generous action. A man
should not insist on the Jetter of his rights, and he should be prodigal in meeting his obligations,” insists
Gluckman (1963:192), referring 10 the Barotse of Zambia, who themselves can be deemed a Sotho offshoot.
3% “Raght conduct is relative always to the human situation and morality is oriented not from any absolute
standards of honesty or truth but from the social good in each situation. Conduct that promotes smooth
relationships, that upholds the social structure, is good; conduct that runs counter 10 smooth relationships is
bad. Courtesy and the respect due to age or seniority are thus of greater importance than tuth” (Krige
1976:78).

2 Hinz (2002:36) would agree that there is a distinction between the two types, but that they are usually
treated as one in court settings.

30 A “well-developed concept of contract” exists among traditional Afncans (Hammond-Tooke 1993:96).
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a whole” (Hammond-Tooke 1993:94). Included in the list of civil wrongs are illicit sexual
relations, theft, damage to property ot defamation, among others. Criminal offences
comprise homicide, grievous assault’™, incest, rape, crimes against the chiefdom’s .
authorities’” and witcheraft or sorcery (Hammond-Tooke 1993:96; Krige 1974:224, 231).
Civil law seeks to rectify the situation through compensation, such as a fine or restitution.
Crimina] transgressions are dealt with by punishment of the offendez(s) as well as forms
of reparation (Hammond-Tooke 1993:94; Ellenberger 1992:267).

In traditional courts the “accent is always on atbitration rather than on
punishment” (Monnig 1988:308; see also Hinz 2002:36). Nevertheless, courts may
impose punishment or exact compensation (Ménnig 1988:304)."* Sentences imposed are,
however, usually mild (Ellenberger 1992:267). Frequently punishment means the
infliction of similar injury on the perpetrator (Monnig 1988:324). There is no punishment
by imprisonment (Monnig 1988:307). Reprimand is the lightest form of punishment
(Magesa 1998:214). Among the Tswana and North Sotho in particular corporal
punishment is used quite frequenty (Hammond-Tooke 1993:96; Ménnig 1988:305). In
severe cases, punishment involves death, lashing, deportation or banishment. The death-
penalty was, however, seldom employed in traditional society.’® Anyone who causes the
death of another person has to pay ten head of cattle to the relatives of the deceased “to
dry their tears” — apart from any other punishment by the court (Ellenberger 1992:270).%*

In cases where material compensation must be made, it is paid to the plaintiff as
well as to the court, and usually in form of an animal, food or beer (Monnig 1988:305;
Magesa 1998:214). It is seen as both remuneration (for the court officers) and as a fine orx
punishment (Ménnig 1988:306). Every person wronged has to be “compensated
according to the nature and extent of the injury sustained” (Ellenberger 1992:269). The
principle of “collective responsibility” plays a large part in traditional legal practice. If the
offender is unable to make the damage payment, his/her relatives and kin are made

331 Assaults involving maiming or serious injury also came before the chief’s court. Among Nguni, Tsonga
and Tswana the usual penalty was a fine (of which some part might be passed on 1o the family) while among
Venda the fine was a beast killed and eaten by the court, but among both South Sotho and North Sothe
such assault was treated more as a civil offence. The season for these differences is unclear. (Hammond-
Tooke 1993:96)

32 Disobedience of any order given by the chief was punished by a fine and, in serious cases of extreme
insubordination, resulted in the culpnt being ‘eaten up’, i.e. having all or most of his stock seized. Rebellion
against the chief was another matter, and was regarded as one of the greatest crimes that could be
committed. The offender was killed, often secredy, and his property confiscated: he had threatened the very
basis of society. (Hammond-Tooke 1993:96)

3% According to Knge (1976:77) “atbitration and compromise play an important tole, both judicially and
extra-judicially. The genius of the legal system even in its most formal aspects is the skilful use of the
restitutive sanction, in its spinitual rathec than its material sense.”

3 Yet “for all that, persons who incurred the hatred of the chief were very liable to meet with fatal
accidents when they took their walks abroad” (Ellenberger 1992:267).

35 “As far as homicide was concemed there were some differences benween the various groups. Among the
Nguni any injury to the person of any member of a chiefdom, whether male or female, was looked upon as
an injury to the chief to whom, and to whom alone, reparation was due. This meant that no reparation or
damages could be claimed by the beceaved family; it was the chief who had beea wronged, and only he
should be compensated, although he could, if he so wished, pass on a portion of the fine to them. As
Schapera puts it: ... the Chief in such cases acts in his official position as head of the tnbe. Homicides and
assault are therefore not wrongs against him as a private person, but wrongs against the tnbe of which he is
the public representative.” A homicide was punished by seizure of all the culprit’s propesty. The Venda
handled homicide in much the same way as the Nguni, but the North Sotho and Tsonga insisted that the
relatives of the executed murderer pay cattle to the victm’s family so that they might acquire 2 woman to
raise up seed for their dead kinsman” (Hammond-Tooke 1993:96). Similarly, Hunter (1979:417) insists that
in cases of murder, assault, witchcraft 2nd slander “the chief was held to be harmed through the death or
injury of his subject.”” Therefore fine payment went to the chief, not to the injured party or the relatves
(Hunter 1979:418),
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responsible for it (Schapera 1956:219). In certain cases involving young men, lashing can
be seen as an alternative to a fine or compensation payment (Monnig 1988:307).

When dealing with sentences, the principle of revenge is not acknowledged.**
Some of the TRC proceedings illustrated this African ethos. Victims who testified at the
TRC seldom wanted revenge.” Rather, their needs revolved around restoration, healing
and closure of the painful past. When asked what they expected to gain from the TRC
process, they “produced a humble list of needs”, such as information on “what had
happened to them or their loved ones, and why”, the return of confiscated personal
possessions, the burial of “mortal remains” of relatives who had been killed, gravestones,
medical cate or housing (Meiring 1999:26). '

Finally, in tradidonal African legal processes, the character of a wrongdoer is
important for the verdict. This is in line with the prnciples of African tradiional ethics,
which may be considered a type of character ethics. If the offender “readily admits his
offence, he may be dealt with lightly, and sometimes even excused altogether; whereas if
he is insolent or obstreperous, ... he will be penalized more severely than usual”
(Schapera 1956:218). First-time offenders are less strictly punished than habitual
offenders. Moreover, a perpetrator may show regret by sacrificing a sheep, which is also
seen as proof of the absence of malicious intent and the willingness to make amends
(Ellenberger 1992:269). Indeed, the acceptance of wrong-doing is considered to be a
form of apology. The community generally approves of a person who apologises, as well
as of one who accepts an apology (Magesa 1998:214).

Traditonal legal procedures as described above are practised to varying degrees in
African societies. Lest one be tempted to think that such judicial processes are only used
in remote rural areas, “untainted” by modern influences, I would like to note that even in
South African urban areas — e.g. in townships and informal settlements — informal court
proceedings draw heavily from the heritage of African teaditional legal processes. Such
informal court proceedings occur under the leadership of chiefs, and are often called
“informal people’s court meetings”. Here, the aggrieved party and the accused meet.
Many representatives from the broader community also attend the event. The matter is
discussed at length, and the elders of the commumity contribute extensively to the verbal
struggle. Often the accused are taken to a separate room and are given thrashings, while
their penalty is discussed. Some argue that the use of force on the accused is to coerce
them to accept guilt. It is normal for guilt to be confessed (only) after physical
punishment has been extended; confession without pain is considered a sign of weakness.
Frequendy the penalty in civil dispute cases takes the form of compensation payments ot
the promise of improved behaviour. A case can be made for the effectiveness of informal
extra-judiciary court proceedings under the control of tribal authorities in combating
crime. (Kistner 08.10.2003)

Besides being used in townships and other secular settings, traditional law also
influences African Initiated Churches. M.L. Daneel has studied some forms of judicial
praxis of AICs in South Africa. Not surprnisingly, AICs’ legal procedures are closely akin
to the indigenous court procedures practised by traditional communities, outlined above.
Indeed, Daneel (2000:242-3) has found that judicial practices are “based on emotionally
assailable, traditionally familiar proceedings”.

Palaver meetings
Kasonga wa Kasonga (1994) discusses another legal and ritual process which is employed
in many parts of Africa to restore broken relatonships and bring about reconciliation, viz.

3% However, expression of anger at witnessing a crime being committed is accepted (for example, if
someone finds someone else committing rape, he may thrash him) (Ménnig 1988:323),

37 Kistner (1999:42) highlights Nelson Mandela’s endeavour to link up with the age-old wadition of
reconciliation instead of retzibution in the 1990s.
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the African palaver. Kasonga (1994:55) asserts, African palaver “is a privileged form of
speech”, “not uttered in a vacuum, but rather as an expression of specific life issues. Itis
a communal expressive language concerning itself with the search for solutions to actual
life sitnations.”

Being more than a court, the palaver, in its most popular form, functions as a way

of resolving social conflicts and tensions and, for that reason, embodies

reconciliatory and healing powers. It creates harmony when human relationships
are contradictoty to the laws of Life and, therefore, renews and consolidates the
bonds between individuals. ... The palaver conscientizes the participants in
response to a threat (experienced illness, theft, adultery or any transgression of
sacial mores) and then moves the community toward a common goal such as

reconciliation, liberation, and healing. (Kasonga 1994:55)

Palaver “provides a means for the group to teach and search, within the community, for
new human values such as love, founded on the atdtude of acceptance” (Kasonga
1994:55). Furthermore, Kasonga argues, palaver can be therapeutic for those involved
because it attempts to heal wounded individuals and re-fotge human relatonships (:61-
63). In this, it is very similar to the other forms of traditional legal practice illustrated
above.

Kasonga (1994:55-56) menuons six “determinative factors” for a palaver to be
held. (1) A crisis must exist. (2) Persons involved in the crisis must want a solution. (3)
The relevant ancestors’ presence must be invoked. (4) Members must belong to a
homogeneous group (e.g. one clan or village) “in which everyone shares the same world
view” and whose understanding 15 embodied in a common language. (5) At least one
acknowledged person must play the role of the facilitator and leader in the process. (6)
The audience must play the role of witness.

Five moments occur during a palaver process. The first entails “making an oath
of ancestral fidelity”, and usually includes inviting the relevant ancestors to be present and
guide the process with their blessing. The second is “naming the crisis”, i.e. divulging
what the problem is. The third moment is that of dialogue and discussion, and involves a
great deal of narrative interplay. Fourth is the phase of

denouement: This step marks the end of the dialogue but it is not the conclusion

of the palaver. Here, it is made clear, in summary fashion, what the lesson or

outcome of the process is and this outcome in fact is the view shared by all. It

brings about joy and celebration through a release of tension. (Kasonga 1994:56)
The final phase of a successful palaver is celebradon, usually performed in form of a
communal meal, with much singing and dancing (Kasonga 1994:56). In view of these
phases it becomes clear that close parallels can be drawn between African palaver and
certain indigenous judicial practices described above,

Evalvation of Afiican traditional legal procedures

Before | highlight the positive qualities of African tradidonal legal practice, I would like to
mention what I consider needs to be treated with caution. Possibly my most serious
critique against indigenous judicial custom is that it does not display gender equality.”* In
the court system, women are not considered legally mature. This means that they are
dependent upon a willing male to make their case for them. If they are granted
compensation for a wrong committed against them, it is paid to their male guardians
(Monnig 1988:320). Moreover, injury to property, defamation and seduction are seen as
similar offences. In other wotds, “damage” done to property, a name, and a girl or
woman are all deemed equally serious, which puts female persons on the same legal
footing as property and a name (Monnig 1988:324). In cases of rape, much scepticism
usually exists as to whether it can really happen. Women who are raped are frequently

3% See Oduyoye (1995:137), Comaroffs (1991:152ff).
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believed to have “encouraged” it.>*®* As a result, rape is not easily tried as an offence, and
if it is, men are given the benefit of the doubt (Ménnig 1988:326). All these cases indicate
that women occupy a rather vulnerable position when it comes to legal custom. They are
legally less powerful than men, and therefore are in greater danger of being exploited or
ill-treated.

Another criticism | wage against the traditional legal system ts its insistence on
respect for seniors. Although this can also be seen as a strength, it has its weaknesses. In
any situadon where a person must be respected on account of his rank or sentority, the
danger of power abuse arises. Senior counsellors presiding at court who are of malicious
intent have a lot of power at their disposal to act out their malice. This puts persons on
the receiving end of the verdict in a vulnerable position.

A further qualm I have with waditional legal practice is that it does not shy away
from corporal punishment, lashing being the most common form. As a product of my
age and society, I have become increasingly sceptical of methods of chastisement that
involve physical pain. 1 am of the opinion that inflicting physical hurt only causes
resentment in the one being hurt, and seldom if ever leads to a sense of authenuc
contrition or change of behaviour. Also, besides possible gratification of a need for
revenge, it does not benefit anyone. It only creates more of a distance between the parties
involved.

Finally, I find it problematic that legal processes are only geared to function in
homogeneous groups “in which everyone shares the same world view” (Kasonga
1994:56).>° This is not a weakness of the system per se, but it can indeed be interpreted as
a potential weakness in relaton to its applicability on a natonal level in South Afaca. The
simple fact is that South Africans do not all share the same world view, they do not all
speak the same language, nor do they all belong to the same ethnic group. African legal
practice may struggle to be adjusted to a context of cultural diversity, a context in which
sameness of custom may not be pre-supposed.

Nevertheless, regardless of the drawbacks that may be identified, 1 argue that there
are many features of the African legal system that are admirable and indeed advantageous
for a social reconciliation process. Firstly, it emphasises the responsibility of the group
rather than (only) the individual. In South Africa after apartheid we have a sitadon
where too few of those guilty of injustce consider themselves culpable or even
responsible. Many South Africans benefited from apartheid and ought therefore to
acknowledge their guilt through participating in an offence against their fellow citizens.
Yet they do not, because they do not foster a community-oriented view of reality. Under
such circumstances an emphasis on community responsibility may help those thinking
purely in individualistic terms to come to a realisaton of their own need for involvement
in reparation and reconciliation endeavours. It may dissolve rthetoric such as “It’s none of
my business” or “I’s not my problem”, and encourage a more participatory and active
approach.

As | have already shown, memory and narrative are of great importance for
reconciliation (see section 1.1). I consider it one of the greatest strengths of the African
traditional legal system that it places great value on story-telling. People involved in the
case are invited to speak at length about their experiences. They are given much freedom
to narrate the events as they perceived them. They are allowed to show emotion. On the
other hand, people are also given the opportunity (and are expected) to listen. As much
as their stories are heard, they are compelled to hear the stories of the “other” side.
Perhaps the most significant reason why reconciliation in South Africa is so arduous is
because South Africans have not come together enough to tell their stories, and to listen
to those of others. Many South Africans do not know who “the others” really are, and

3 Customarily women must make a show of resistance when invited to have sex.
3 Exclusivism of tribal rituals is “part of the human problem” of fascism (Hongoze 12.01.2004).
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they base their perceptions on assumptions and stereotypes rather than on real
encounters. In an African traditional setting, conflicting parties are called to tell and hear,
i.€. to communicate authenucally. Through communication, they get to know each other
~ through direct encounter. Such encounter is the foundation for the building of
relationships, which in tum is a requirement for social reconciliation to occur.

African traditional legal processes are by nature participatory. This is an advantage
since their very focus is on the building-up and restoring of relationships. Moreover,
decisions are not made unilaterally, but by groups of people who are trusted and who
bring continuity of experience. By stressing arbitration and interactive co-operation, an
amicable environment is created, and the possible harshness and anonymity of Western
courts avoided. People — even the defendants — feel more “at home” during African
indigenous court sessions than in Western or other judicia] contexts.

Mediation aims at fmdmg satlsfactory compromise, and settling the quarrel as
good-naturedly as possible.”' The court’s imperative is for disputes to be settled
cordially, “to prevent the breach in relations from festering and causing disturbance in the
future” (Hammond-Tocke 1993:93). As demonstrated continually, the main objective of
the African justice system is to restore relationships and build community. Much effort is
made to enable friendly relations, and prevent people from parting on hostile terms.
Obviously, this is 2 boon for reconciliation endeavours,

Judges and their assistants try hard to help the guilty party acknowledge guilt and
accept blame. Similarly the accuser is encouraged to forgive the injury suffered.
Acknowledgement of guilt and forgiveness of injury are possibly the most important
moments in a process of reconcibiation between two parties (as will be discussed more
comprehensively in section 3.3). For this reason, a system that promotes these is sute to
be beneficial for reconciliation.

Most would agree that revenge and fear of retribution place great restraint on
reconciliadon processes. Therefore traditional courts’ accent “on arbitraton rather than
on punishment” (Monnig 1988:308), on settling a matter without violence or malice, is
beneficial. Moreover, the fact that the principle of revenge is not acknowledged in
traditional settings may also be an advantage

I consider it a strength of the traditonal African legal system that it places much
value on a person’s character. The character and behaviour of a wrongdoer are important
for the verdict, as are the character and behaviour of the plaintiff. This shows that law is
not divorced from morality. Judicial institutions are concerned with pegple, and not
primarily with codes and norms.* The victim is deemed more important than the court’s
procedure (Hinz 2002:36). Who people are is more important than what they have done,
implying a deeper, more holistic understanding of a person and his/her deeds. Such a
view of a legal person allows for openness with respect to a person’s ability to change and
improve. It allows for spontaneity and generosity instead of rigid and strict adherence to
an abstract principle. Ultimately legal processes aim at building character, instead of
breaking it down. They are concerned with the moral health of society. Connected to this
is the advantageous fact that traditonal law is flexible; it can be and is adjusted to new

341 Tt must be noted, however, that some contest the view that conflict is always harmful and must be
avoided at all costs, Certain management scholars, for example, do not necessarily agree that compromise is
always the best option in the case of conflict. There is the view that “a moderate level of conflict” can be
beneficial for a2 community, because it can be an “instrument of organizational innovation and change”, i.e.
it can optimise “otganizational performance” (Stoner 1982:408; see also Stoner and Freeman 1989:391-2,
Robbins 1991:513-4).

32 This resembles the “ethics of care” approach elaborated by psychelogical analyst Carol Gilligan (1982;
see also Noddings 1984). The “ethics of care” perspective offers an alternative to the “ethics of justice”
approach, more commonly employed in modern Western settings. Indeed, Gilligan’s “care’ pnnaple places
great value on the primacy of relationships, the nurture and protection of relationships, on communication,
contextuality, narrative and interdependence. The “justice” ethic is more concerned with individual rights,
formal procedure and abstract principles.
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situations and is not entrely rigid but capable of adaptation and change (Hinz 2002:38).
Moteover, it deals with conflict locally, at grass-roots level. It stresses the importance of
conducting proceedings in the vernacular, or at least in a language that is understood by
all participants (Hinz 2002:37), thereby fostering inclusiveness rather than alienation.

The final boon 1 want to mention is that tradinonal legal procedures usually end in
celebration, particularly those at the informal family level. Habitually, a goat or sheep is
slaughtered as a sign of celebration that the rift has been healed, the relationship restored
and harmony re-established. By sharing a meal together, those involved in the dispute
show that they have buried the hatchet and that their life can now continue as before —
without resentment, suspicion or enmity. Celebration as an outward sign of the
restoration of relations is a good addition to a reconciliation process. It builds and
fortifies a sense of community and belonging among people.

Given all the above advantages, it is safe to say that significant aspects of African
traditional legal practice are indeed a positive resource for reconciliation. While it ought
not to be applied without reservation, since some elements embodied in it are subject to
critique, the fact remains that it offers a plethora of profitable qualities and outcomes
which may enhance a reconciliation process in and for South Afnca.

2.4 Rituals of reconciliation

“To speak of law and reconciliation in Africa is to speak of morality and ritual at the same
time,” insists Magesa (1998:237). For this reason it is apt, after having considered African
legal practices, to move to an exploration of African ritval practices that promote
reconciliation. As suggested by Magesa, the line between the two (law and ritual) is not
bard and fast. Legal practices may certainly be deemed ritual in nature, while rituals
sometimes have legal implications, and may occur in judicial contexts.

Volkan (1972:87) explains the basic need for rituals of reconciliation:

Because the human mind 1s at least partly responsible for creating enemies,

humankind must develop ways to deal with them — on a spectrum from adaptive-

peaceful to maladaptive-destructive. One way to cope is to create rituals between

ethnic groups or the related large groups.
Reconciliation in South Africa can be seen as a political macter. Yet “political processes
are not rational exercises” (Volkan 1972:90). For people to reconcile authentically, they
need to expenence reconciliadon. Rational cognitive processes alone do not allow for
such experience. Rituals however do. Through ritual, reconciliation may attain a depth
and meaning that would not be gained if it were a mere rational exercise. It is for this
reason that it is necessary to tap into the ritual resources the African tradition has to offer.

In an investigation of reconciliation rites in African communities, Magesa
{1998:208) has identified that reconciliation is 2 widespread tacit assumption of most
divination procedures. Indeed, “many oracles specifically insist on ... performance of
reconciliation rites”. For many communities in Aftica, ceremonies or ituals of
reconciliation are common practice for the orderly running of affairs. They are employed
in a plethora of situations, most frequently for the re-establishment of broken
reladonships. Essendally, reconciliation nituals are a means to create balance when there
has been imbalance in society, to harmonise what has been assaulted by disruption. Social
enmity and hostility, strife and quarrelling cause imbalance and disharmony, and need to
be counteracted by ritual.

In the following pages 1 therefore examine rituals of reconciliation as practised in
African communities. In 2.4.1 I simply offer brief descnptions of a number of such
nituals, without elaborating on them much. It is not my aim in this section to interpret or
analyse the nituals, but merely to provide a sample which illustrates, in rough strokes, the
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richness of this resource in African tradition. Section 2.4.2 will highlight some of the
theoretical considerauons connected with ritual scholarship. It will provide some tools
for the interpretation of rituals, and outline the methodologies employed in ritual studies.
In 2.4.3, I will attempt to utilise the tools elucidated in 2.4.2 for an investigation and
analysis of a particular ritual of reconciliaton, viz. the Clansing the chest of grudges ritual.

2.4.1 Brief sutvey of rituals, ceremonies and rites of reconciliation

In what follows, I provide a number of illustrations of rituals that are practiced in various
African contexts. Although they are not necessarily called that in their vernacular, 1
consider them all to be rituals of reconciliation, since they all aim to make peace and
testore the relationship between alienated parties.* I frequently quote scholars word for
word, since I fear that by paraphrasing the practices they describe and using my own
words, I risk compromising or distorting the picture others wish to paint. By using the
words of actual practitioners of the rituals, or of ethnographers and ritual scholars, I avoid
projecting my own (possibly false or biased) interpretations onto the renditions. First, I
will outline a handful of rituals that stem from South Africa. Then I shall mention a few
rituals used by Africans outside of South Africa. Finally I will discuss some fypes of fitual
practised in Africa that are more indirecdy related to reconciliation processes, but may
nevertheless be considered reconciliatory in purpose.

Ukuthelelana amanzg

According to Berglund (1976:376-384), skuthelelana amansi, which means “to wash each
other’s hands”, is one of the main Zulu taditonal rituals of reconciliaion. But Tlhagale
depicts it thus:

When kinsmen are at loggerheads, a thitd party is called in to mediate. He or she

invites them to cool the heat of anger or hatred. The divided two would be seated

opposite each other. Water mixed with ash and traditional medicine would be
given to each person to wash his hands. Each would then be given a chance to air
their complaints or concerns. The mediator summarnizes the statements of each
person and asks them whether they are willing to forgive and forget. Each then
takes a mouthful of water mixed with ash and spits it over his left shoulder.

Thereafter the two drink beer from the same calabash. This is the communion of

purification. Meat or beer is used. Such a ritual can be adapted and limited to the

washing of hands. The symbolic cooling effect of water points to a spiritual

disposition of reconciliadon. (Tlhagale 2003)

Ntsimane’s version of the same ritual is very similar. He adds that the disputing
“brothers” sit opposite one another in the sight of “the father”, i.e. he casts it purely as a
family affair between male antagonists. When the brothers state their case they speak
“what is in their hearts”. Ntsimane insists that the actions of speaking out, of washing
and of sharing of food are essential elements in Zulu reconciliation processes (Ntsimane
2000:23). If one of the contenders refuses to reconcile, the father, who acts as the
mediator, goes to consult the ancestors. Since the refuser may suffer misfortane if he
petsists with his stubbornness, he is sometimes put under pressure to reconcile with his
brother. It is frequently the case that persons who refuse to be reconciled to their kin,
especially under ritual circumstances, are ostracised by the community, and may even be
considered to have a bitter heart through witchcraft®* (Ntsimane 2000:24).

It seems likely that this ritual is used in conjunction with a more lengthy process
of mediation, as discussed in the previous section on African traditional legal procedures

33 See for example Hay (1998:136), who shows how so-called “cleansing rituals” operate as rituals of
reconciliaton.

34 Ntsimane here illustrates his claim by citing a Xhosa novel (Iyyala Lamawele by S E.K. Mghayi) in which a
man who refused to be reconciled to his twin brother was ostracised and accused of being bewitched.
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(.e. 2.3). It may be the culmination of proceedings conducted during a “family court”
session. As such, it may be seen as an augmentation ot proper completion of the judicial
process. Notably, the key symbol used in this ritual is water, a known agent of ritual
cleansing and cooling.

Clasping bands with chyme (mosoang)
Tlhagale (2003) describes this ritual in the following manner:

Two enemies clasp hands with chyme as a sign of reconciliation. Chyme*” is used

because it has the same cooling effect as water, After this ceremony of

reconciliation, all eat together including the witnesses. This is ... the communion
of purification and reconciliation. It is not always possible to kill an animal for the
purpose of a reconciliation ceremony; a substitute with the same cooling
properties as chyme may be used (water, ash, urine etc.).

Ellenberger (1992:258) offers a slightly more elaborate description of the same ritual:

On the reconciliation of two enemies, especially two chiefs, the sacrifice of a white

ox was the correct thing, its colour being emblematic of the state of their hearts.

When the animal was killed and opened, each one thrust his hand into the

stomach and took out 2 handful of mosoang, then, seizing the right arm of the

other near the elbow, slid his hand gently down the arm to the hand, and, grasping
it firmly, said: “Re tsuarane matsoho ka mosoang” (“We have clasped hands with
mosoang”). This was the binding ceremony in the act of reconciliation, and
afterwards the flesh of the ox was eaten by all who had witnessed it.

Moseang is a potent ritual symbol. It has the effect of punfying or “cooling” that
which is considered unclean or dangerous. It may be used for 2 number of other rituals
that are not related to reconciiaion. For example,

On the occasion of two individuals contracting a close friendship, an ox was

killed, and they rubbed each other’s bodies with mosoang. This was equivalent to

an oath. ... Itis curious to note the importance given to this mosoang in these
sacrificial rites. ... At the rite of circumcision they used it as soap for the head and
hands, as well as for a mass of other purposes. They also used it to smear the
floors of their dwellings, and places where they stored grain. {(Ellenberger

1992:258)

The nite of “TSU”

This 1s a Tsonga reconciliation nitual, the central element of which is the act of spitting.
In prepanng for the nite, a herb called mudabomu (grass eaten by cattle) is poured
into a broken shell of a fruit (seds). This shell is also used for drinking water. The
divided brothers sit on the bare ground in the village square. The offender sips the
medicine and spits it out making the sound of “tsu” and says: “This is our
imprecation. We have pronounced it because our hearts were sore. Today it must
come to an end. It is nght that we make peace”. The other repeats the same rite
and says: “1 was angry but let us make peace and eat from the same spoon and
drink out of the same pot and be friends again”. He breaks the shell and they then
drink beer together. This reconciliation has taken place under the auspices of the
ancestors. (Tthagale 2003)

Ethnographer Hammond-Tooke (1993:162) offers a mote detailed account of the ritual,

naming it “The Tsonga Rite of Kin Reconciliation”.
When two brothers quarrel, when one has sworn that he will never see the other
again, when there is disunion between their kraals, they may be brought to the
hahla madjieta, not only by the fact that one of them must sacrifice for the other,

45 Chyme is the yellowish fluid found in a slaughtered animal’s stomach, similar to bile.
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but simply by the advice of the old men of the family. These old men will say to
the divided brothers: ‘Our gods will punish you if you do not stop quarrelling!
They do not like you to curse each other, being brothers. You must be reconciled
to each other. Hahletelanan madjieta, viz, Perform for each other the sacrifice for
imprecation’. The two brothers decide to follow the advice. The one who pro-
nounced the imprecation prepares a decoction of a special herb called mudahomu,
a word which means the grass which the ox eats, because cattle are fond of it. He
pours it into a shikamba shansala, that is to say into a broken shell of a fruit called
sala (Strychnos), as big as a large orange, and which is frequenty used as a
drinking vessel. Everybody meets on the hubo, the square of the village, and the
two enemies sit in the midst, on the bare ground, and not on a mat. The offender
lifts the shell to his lips, takes a sip of the decoction in his mouth, spits it out,
making the noise of tsu. This tsu is the sacramental syllable by means of which the
Ba-Ronga call their gods to the sacrifice. However, he does not pray to the spirits
as is done in regular offerings. He only says: “This is our imprecation! We have
pronounced it because our hearts were sore. Today it must come to an end. It is
right that we make peace.” The other brother, the offended one, then takes the
shell in his hand, and having gone through the same rite of the tsu says: “I was
justy angry because he offended me. I have been irtitated myself also. But let it be
ended today; let us eat out of the same spoon and drink out of the same pot and
be friends again”. Then he breaks the shell... and they drink beer together. In this
case a true sacrifice has been performed and the act of reconciliation bears a
strong religious character. The gods have been more or less summoned as
witnesses, and the enemies have become friends again because they feared to be
punished by the spirits of their ancestors. But should a man pronounce an
irprecation against a stranger, viz, against 2 man who has not the same ancestors,
no such reconciliation would be possible. A man’s gods have no reason whatever
to interfere with people belonging to another family. The religion of the Ba-Ronga
is strictly a family affair. The jurisdiction of the gods does not extend further than
their direct descendants ... and the moral influence is limited, therefore, to the
narrow sphere of the family. (Hammond-Tooke 1993:164, citing Junod 1910:179-
82)
Hammond-Tocke claims that not only the Tsonga practise such ceremonies. Rites
involving confession of anger accompanied by a ritual spitting are found also among the
Nguni, Sotho and Venda. In the case of all four ethnic groups, spitting is a way of
“symbolising the expulsion of negative and disruptive emotions preparatory to _
approaching the gods”.*** Moreovet, for the ritual to be effective, a2 humble and contrite
heart is required (Hammond-Tooke 1993:158).

Purification by fire

Rituals of purification by fire are used when someone has been polluted, and needs to be
cleansed from this defilement. For example, walking over a grave causes defilement.
Purification can be achieved “by the ntual of singeing the feet of the ritually defiled
person in the flame. This symbolism lends itself to being applied in similar cases of ritual
defilement” (Tlhagale 2003). It is interesting that Tlhagale and others are comfortable
categorising fire purification as a form of reconciliaton ritual. This is so because a state

36 Among the Venda, ritual spitting is also common. When there is social strife, the clan’s pdest has to
consult the ancestors 1o scold them and ask for counsel. The priest kneels by a small calabash filled with
water, drinks and spits it out, reciting names of remembered ancestors, asking them, “where are you in this
struggle? What have we done? Why can’t we have peace?” (Ralushai 31.08.2004). The Herero of Namibia
also use ritual spitting for reconciliation purposes (Wienecke 18.02.2004).
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of disruption, enmity or social disharmony is in many communities seen as a state of
poliution.

Cleansing the chest of grudges

Int 2 paper entitled “Conflict Management and Settlement of Disputes: an Afrocentnic
Perspective”, presented at the Southern African Inter-Faith Peace Conference in
Johannesburg in 2003, Kgalushi Koka elaborates an interesting indigenous nitual. Itisa
ritual ceremony for the settlement of disputes between two hostile parties, known as
Cleansing the chest of grudges (Ukukbumelana Umiotha | Tlhapiso ya Dikgaba). Utilising many
quotations from Koka (2003:6-8), I render a depiction of it here.

The ritual is performed outside the homestead of the persons involved, in the
open. “This is to signify that the conflict or dispute is not accepted or desired within the
community —~ as it disturbs the communal or family harmony”. It is, more specifically,
conducted at a place “where ashes and dirt from the household is often poured out (or
dumped) when cleaning — as symbol that the conflict is turned into ASH — which 1s sign
(sic) the kinetic energy of the wood (energy within the conflicting persons is now burnt to
nothingness)”. “Long before the gathering of the people and the starting of the Cleansing
and Reconciliation Ceretnony {sic). The place where the event is to be conducted, is
sanctified by the presiding Elders” wearing headbands that signify wisdom. These elders
say silent prayers to the Supreme God through the ancestors. They sprinkle the area with
“holy” water, which signifies a purification act. The elders seated in a circle prepare
themselves “to witness the case”. Koka highlights the importance of circle symbolism in
this regard. The warring parties are brought in front of the elders to state their cases
respectively. They are advised to be honest and open “so that the Ancestors, who are
forever present, can reverse the curse that caused the conflict”. The contenders are lead
by the elders to 2 mutual confession of guilt or profession of innocence. They are
encouraged to express their hope for prospective peace among one another. Then the
parties are asked to shake hands and utter forgiveness. “This opens the way for
reconciliation. It must be preceded by remorse, desite for forgiveness and preparedness
to reconcile.”

The shaking of hands signifies that the conflicting parties are now fused into

‘ONENESS’ — which is the symbol of return ... from ‘Separateness’ to

‘Communal’ state of life. It is the expression of Humanness (uBuntu) that

cements all fabrics of humanity together: individual, families, communities. Clans

and nations (sic). It is, also, the seal of peace and love.
Water is brought in a calabash “as a symbol of putification and cleansing”. “ASH is
added to the water to ‘kill’ the evil spirit and curse.” The parties are asked to lick ash
from each other’s night hand and spit it to the ground — “This is the emptying of bad
feelings and evil spirits from their body and mind. It is the throwing out of dirt and
turning it into ASH (Nothingness).” Then they wash their hands in sanctified water “as
an act of cleansing themselves”. It is believed that “once the spitting, the Infinite Spiritual
Awareness, the Infinite Spinit of God (sic). Will come back in the lives of the affected
person — who were (sic) blind of the divine virtues living together”. The partes shake
bands again “to cheer and jubilant ululation of the Elders and the on-lookers who came to
witness the Ritual of Reconciliation on behalf of the community”. The warring parties are
now accepted back into the community “like the ‘Bom-again’ members of the
community”.

Celebrated by African spiritualists, this ritual is “an Afrikan (sic) way of dealing
with disputes — with intention to: effect reconciliaton with oneself, ... with the other
warring party, ... with the community, with God — The Creator, ... with the Ancestors.”
Koka ventures to suggest that this kind of ritual could also be done on a national level
with leaders or significant people present (2003:8). Furthermore, he postulates its
potential significance for the Christian community, mote particularly for Ash Wednesday
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celebragons. Although Koka mentons these bold possibilities, he neglects to analyse and
investigate them further. Exploring ways in which the Ukukbumelana Usmiotha ritual can be
appropriated and utilised with integrity and thoughtfulness remains a task yet to be
accomplished. (Indeed, it is a task to which [ turn my attention in section 2.4.3, and, later,
in sections 5.3 and 5.4.)

It must be noted that, being used in Southetn African contexts, this ritual
incorporates within it a number of elements from other rituals already mentioned. One
might indeed suspect that Cleansing the chest is a ritual which has incorporated aspects of a
number of indigenous practices in one. Firstly, it makes use of water with which the
involved persons wash thetr hands. This strongly suggests a connection with the ritual of
Ukuthelelana amanzg. Secondly, there is 2 moment of ritual spitting, which reminds one of
the rite of “TSU”. Thirdly, the element of shaking hands points to of the ritwal of Clasping
hands with chyme (mosoang). Finally, in terms of its emphasis on sitting together in a citcle
and talking the matter through at length, Cleansing the chest is similar to the Uksthelelana
amanzi, TSU and Mosoang ritaals which all have a similar element of narration and verbal
interaction. In fact, the stress on narration and discussion also suggests strong ties with
traditional judicial practices, including the palaver (divulged in section 2.3). The presence
and guiding authority of a council of elders similarly alludes to traditional legal procedure.

Reconciliation in Zimbabwe
Zimbabwean communities also use a ritual called Ukwkbumelana Unmiotha. Yet this ritual
differs from the one described above.

In Sindebele, when two people quatrel one may want to apologise. He goes to the

relative of the other and relates the problem, and requests the reladve to mediate.

A sangoma is sought to bring herbs for this cotning together. The herbs, rapoko,

ash and blood from the toe of a chicken, are cooked to make porridge. With one

inside the gate, the other outside, the porridge is then poured on broken ground.

The sangoma stands in the centre separating the two antagonists, while the two

draw near and eat the porridge with the aps of their fingers. They shake hands and

the sangoma takes the other mut i.e. the mixture of herbs, rapoko, ash and
uncooked chicken blood and sprinkles it on them while they are shaking hands.

They say to each other our enmity ends today. The sangoma breaks the gourd and

goes back to his home without uttering a word to them. (Reconciliacon Rituals

2003)

The fact that this depiction does not correspond with the depiction rendered by Koka
(above) indicates that different practices are associated with the same name.>”

Besides having their own version of Ukukbumelana Umilstha, Zimbabweans also
practice a ritual of reconciliaton called Ukngezisana. Like Ukuthelelana amangg, this ritual
involves the action of “washing each other”. It is used when two people who have
quarrelled want to mend the breach and make peace with each other.

The one who wants to apologise goes to an elder and asks the elder to go and seek

forgiveness on his behalf. If the other accepts, the one seeking forgiveness brings

a hen and they come together to the mediator. One holds the feet, while the other

holds the head. The mediator takes a knife and cuts the throat of the hen and

sprinkles blood on them. The other blood is put in a container of water, then the
two wash their hands in it, shake hands and start talking to each other. The
mediator takes the meat. The anger/hatred ends there although the injured party

may ask for payment. (Reconciliation Rituals 2003)

37 In subsequent chapters of this study, my particular interest will be to deliberate on the version of
Ukwiehbumeiana Umlstha that is described by Koka, In choosing one version of Uknkbumelana Umlotha as the
object of my investigations, I do not deny that other African communities may mean something different
when using the name Ukukbumelana Umibtha for a ritval.
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Reconciliation among the Herero

Werner Wienecke is a former missionary to the Herero people of Namibia, and a scholar
of African theology and anthropology. In an interview with him in February 2004 1 asked
him about reconciliation practices among the Herero. Wienecke asserts that whenever
there is a possible familiar relationship between people (even strangers), reconaliation has
to happen, in order to undo possible harm that has been done in the past, whether
inadvertently or not.* Such “harm” may be seen to be ranging from detision ot scotn
spoken out against a person ot group to theft, fraud or murder and other physical injury.
When people realise that they are related — even if it is 2 remote kinship relation — they
must cleanse the past which may possibly be soiled with unwholesome interaction or
thetoric, or even with violence. Reconciliation means cleansing, and cleansing has to do
with the ancestors.

According to Wienecke’s observations, reconciliation between kinspeople usually
takes on the form of a simple ritual. It involves both parties taking a mouthful of water
and spitting it out in each other’s presence. (As has been shown, spitting is also part of
the Riéte of “TSU” and Cleansing the chest of grudges) This is a cleansing ritual which seeks to
cleanse all that has been said in derision of as an insult about or to the other and his/her
ancestors.

Sacnfice at the ancestral fire is needed when a famuly relatonship has been
breached or ruptured. Each family has one person who 1s the designated heir of the
ancestral fire, the cultic servant ordained for the task of tending the fire for the entire
family. This person is respectfully deemed “the one who sits at the fire”, the “living
ancestor”, the counsellor and mediator between the living and the dead. Itis this
individual who is consulted when there is disharmony in the social relationships of the kin
group, if alienation between people has to be overcome. He consults with the ancestors
at the ancestral fire in otder to find a solution to the problem. Often, the exchange of
cattle is part and parcel of a reconciliation process between alienated partes. Indeed,
Wienecke emphasises the importance of cattle among the Herero. Some cattle are cultic
symbols and have religious value, and may not be seen purely in economic terms.*”

Among the Herero, reconciliation can only happen where thete is guilt, debt or
fault (“Schuld”), i.e. where someone has been wronged. The wrongdoing must be
recognised, confessed and forgiven (“etkannt, bekannt, vergeben”). Wienecke comments
that in traditional settings it is very difficult to broaden the concept of reconciliation to go
beyond the family and clan. Those from other tribes and cultural henitages are
traditionally not considered human beings. This fact is illustrated even in the Herero
language, where felow Herero are deemed persons, while non-Herero are not designated
human at all.*

Palaver is also an option for resolving conflict.™' Palaver sessions are at least
three days in Jength. The guilty party is interviewed and examined. In order to procure
disclosure of the facts, force and even violent punishment may sometimes be used. In the
settlement of disputes, reparation payment is very important. Indeed, reconciliation is not
believed to have occurred if the wronged party has not been compensated in some way.

Wienecke illustrates an example of a controversy between two Herero tribes in
which murder has occurred. The normal equilibrium has been damaged through the

HE [t is a fact that as a result of Namibia’s history as a German colony some Germans and Herero are
selated! Wienecke (18.02.2004), 2 German living in Namibia, insists that for this reason reconciliation
between these two ethnic groups is even more crucial and important for the Herero than between
themselves and other ethnic groups, whom they do not consider kin.

7 See also Krige (1974:188) who elaborates on the nitual value of catie among the Zulu.

350 This also applies to the noun classes of a number of other ethnic language groups in Southern Africa,
including the Zulu.

351 See the previous section (2.3) on African wraditional legal procedures.
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murder. In order to regain equilibrium of the forces of life one of two things has to
occur. There is a need for either the performance of blood revenge (“Blutrache”), or a
substitutional sacrifice (“Ersatzopfer”) has to be offered, which may also be in form of a
ransom payment (“Auslosungssumme”). Legal and religious experts (i.e. diviners and/or
chiefs) are called upon to give counsel and advice on the procedure. The entire
community becomes guilty if it does not re-establish the equilibrium, and if the offended
ancestors are not appeased.

A further example Wienecke divulges is that of a known criminal who has died.
Even though he was despised and even ostracised from the community, his body is taken
to his ancestral fire where a plea is made to the ancestors for his acceptance into the realm
of the living dead.’ If he is not reconciled with the ancestors, the ctiminal will become
an evil spirit — a fate that must be avoided at all costs. Blood of a sacrificial animal is
smeared on the body of the dead person before he is buried, in otder to symbolically fulfil
the requirement for a blood sacrifice. In a sense, then, individuals can be reconciled even
after death. (Wienecke 18.02.2004)

Reconciliation among the Ngoni

Here is an illustration of a ritual of reconciliation practised in Malawi, rendered by Fulata

Moyo (2004):
The Mphamba ritual is practiced among Ngoni people in Malawi. It is believed
that if there is 2 disagreement between two parties and one holds grudges against
the other, the one who is holding grudges is forced to ... fellowship with the
person s/he is holding grudges with; s/he might die unless the mphamba ritual is
administered. Mphamba is actually a special tree whose bulk (sic, batk) is used
when dried in this ritual. The whole village gathers and the two warring parties sit
facing each other and they are given a small porton of the bulk (sic, bark) to chew
while denouncing their hurt feelings. While they confess their feelings, the whole
village chants ‘Fyaaaa, ziuluke’ (Tumbuka for ‘bloww, let it blow away’).
Sometimes if signs of the ‘mphamba sickness’ is (sic) already evident, then the one
who is suffering is covered in a blanket where s/he has to inhale from the boiled
mphamba bulks (sic, bark). If s/he really sweats from it then s/he can now
together with the other party chew a very small portion of mphamba and swallow
the liquid while the village chants the final ‘fya ziuluke’. If there was no real
sweating, it is believed that the one who held grudges is still keeping some
unconfessed grudges and that can kill him/her.

Reconciliation among the Gbaya

Markus Roser (2000), who has studied the Gbaya people of the Central African Republic,
claims that transgression and forgiveness belong closely together in traditional African
society™ (2000:203). He describes reconciliation rites as characterising the “essence of
traditional religion™ since they aim at the renewal of life and seek to re-establish
equilibdum in a situation where life has been diminished or threatened® (:256). Not
only are they curative, but they are the very enablers of life. Frequently reconciliation

32 The appeal captures the family’s wish for the delinquent person to be accepted among the ancestors
despite his culpability. It may involve an imprecation such as, “This derelict is also your son!” (“Auch dieser
MiBratene ist ever Sohn!™).

353 “Im traditionellen afrikanischen Kontext gehoren Schuld und Vergebung zusammen, ... wihrend im
Westen Schuld mit Strafe und Sithne in Verbindung gebracht wird.”

34 Verséhnungsriten “zielen auf die Emeuerung des Lebens und wollen das aus der Balance geratene
Gleichgewicht der Krifte fiir die Gemeinschaft wiedererlangen und damit die Bedingungen fiir die
Weitergabe des Lebens ermoglichen.”
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rites take the shape of cleansing rituals (:257). For example, one cleansing ritual is
portrayed as a washing off of the curse which has brought calamity (:259).”

Among the Gbaya water plays an important role in cleaning rituals, as does tree
bark, mud, the place of the washing and leaves. All these are utilised for the “washing
away” of curses (Roser 2000:269). In some cases fire is used as a sign that the “dirt” of
the “curse” is “burnt away” (:216). Both the invocation of ancestors as well as prayer to
the Christian God feature in Gbaya reconciliation rites (:272). Many reconciliation rites
make use of meals or meal symbolism (:263).

One example Roser considers is the rite of the “drinking of blood™ (2000:264).
Representatives of the enemy parties lead their groups to a river valley which is the
designated area for reconciliation rituals. There one of the leaders strikes off a forked
branch of a partcular bush which symbolises curse and calamity. The two fighting parties
assemble on opposite sides of the river. The two representative leaders, as substitutes for
their whole group, descend into the nver, wading toward each other. Once they have
reached each other they tear the forked branch in two by each holding on to one side.
The torn branch is then dropped into the river so that it can drift away downstream.
VWhile they tear the branch, the leaders speak the words, “The evil that has divided us is
overcome. Now we can again eat and drink together, and marry each other.” All
concerned go back to the village to share a meal together. During the meal members of
the different groups offer each other food and drink saying, “We have drunk the blood!”
which is metaphorical language meaning, “We have forged a covenant together”. Words
of goodwill, peace and reconciliation are exchanged by all.*

Roser (2000:263) claims,

Bei diesem Ritus geht es um Vers6hnung, die eine neue Verbindung, eine Allianz

ermoglicht, die zwei vormals zerstrittene Parteien oder Individuen mit

gegenseitigen Verpflichrungen fest aneinander bindet, ihre belastete

Vergangenheit bewiltigt und damit eine neue Zukunft erschliefe.*’

The “drinking of blood” is symbolic: blood is where the soul is found, and mutual
drinking is a gesture of solidanty and familiarity. When two parues have been fighting
and blood has been spilt, they do not share meals together, nor is there any sexual contact
{or marriage) between members of the two warring groups. The “curse” of the inability
to socialise® is believed to rest on the groups. This curse must be broken for the
enemies to be able to socialise again. The non-socialising mode is considered to be an
“iliness” which must be healed, “grime” which must be cleansed. Through the rite
llustrated above the curse is Lifted, the illness defeated and the dirt washed away, so that
the two groups can once again live and interact together peaceably and harmoniously.
(Roser 2000:264)

355 Roser (2000:262) mentions a cleansing ritual which is performed for the reintegration of released
prisoniers (but unforrunately does not describe it further).
356 “Es fiikren die Vertreter der jeweiligen streitenden Partei thre Gruppe in den Galeriewald eines Flufitales,
den klassischen Ort flr die Reinigungs- und Versdhnungsriten. Einer der beiden Anfithrer der Gruppen
schligt eine Astgabel eines [bestimmten] Strauches [der Fluch symbolisiest]. Die beiden Gruppen stellen
sich auf den gegeniiberliegenden Seiten des FluBtales auf. IThre beiden Anfithrer steigen stelivertretend in
den Flufi, zerreillen die Astgabel iiber dem Wasser und Gbergeben sie den Fluten. Entscheidend sind dabei
die Worte, die sie sprechen: ‘Das Bése, das uns trennte, ist iberwunden. Jetzt kénnen wir wisder
miteinander essen und trinken und uns gegenseitig heiraten.” Alle Beteiligten kehren zuriick ins Dorf und
teilen eine gemeinsame Mahlzeit. Gegenseitig reicht man sich Speise und Getriink und spricht dazu die
Worte: “Wir haben das Blut getrunken?” oder frei {ibersetzt: “Wir haben einen Bund miteinander

sen” Worte des Friedens und der Versdhnung werden ausgetauscht.”
357 Freely translated this means that “this nitual is about reconciliation which enables 2 new union, a new
alliance, that firnly joins two previously wasting parties or individuals by means of muraal commitments,
copes with a burdened past and thereby opens up a new furure”.
358 “Fluch der Gemeinschaftsunfihigkeit” (Roser 2000:264).
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The same ritual is used not only for the settdement of conflict between two
quarrelling groups, but also to form stronger des between two clans. In the case of the
latter, the words spoken are, “We forge this covenant to be strong together, to depend on
one another in danger and adversity”. Roser has ascertained that this rite has also been
used to reintegrate liberated slaves into the community. (Roser 2000:265)

What makes the ritual of the “drinking of blood” notable is that it attempts to deal
with the past as well as focus on the future. The past is not denied, but it is also not dwelt
upon. The aim is to create new ways of living together which free the people from the
past of enmity. Roser (2000:266) contends that the focus is not on the blame or guilt of
any party, nor is confession of guilt highlighted. The thrust of the ritual is future-oriented
reconciliadon and the enablement of harmonious social interaction’”.

Reconciliation among the ljaw

In the book Reconciliation: The Continuing Agenda (1987), Kathleen Hughes contributes a
description of a reconciliation ritual practised among the ljaw people of Nigeria. In the
delta area of Southern Nigeria, on one particular day annually, everyone in the tribe wades
into the local river. As all tibespeople stand in water that is about one meter deep, they
start shouting scornful abuse, profanity and insult at one another. Both accusations as
well as mud and water are hurled at each other for all the grievances that have occurred
throughout the year. This “mutual vilification goes on for as long as necessary” (e.g. an
hour or s0). Beside insult and verbal attack, there may be some humour and teasing;
mosdy it is an exercise in high drama. Once the remonstrances have died down, all
people duck under the water to be totally submerged for a moment. They then emerge to
the surface, each having collected a handful of mud from the rivetbed below. The party
then walks out onto the river shore. There, a large cloth has been spread on the ground.
As each person passes it, s/he throws the mud {and in some cases litdle stones) from the
rver onto the cloth. Everyone watches as a designated leader ties the four comers of the
cloth into a knot. The knotted cloth is then ted between the horns of a goat tethered to a
tree nearby. This animal is subsequently driven into the bush with “the filth and garbage
of the year” fastened between its horns. Only after the conclusion of all these
occurrences can the festivities begin. From that time forth, the tribespeople make no
more allowance and show no tolerance for accusations, reproach or ill-feeling among each
other based on incidents of the past. “Nothing of the previous year can ever again be
said.” It is as if the judicial and interpersonal slate has been washed clean, and the whole
community recommences its life and interaction with a conceptual Zabula rasa. “In the
water there is a total levelling, a quite amazing chapter of faults, a ritual purging and the
annual beginnings of new life.” (Hughes 1987:115)

Further rites and rituals connected 1o reconciliation

For some Africans, rituals connected with death are often categorised as potential rituals
of reconciliation. Death, atgues Krige, “strikes at the very foundatons of society by
threatening its cohesion and solidarity”*”. Therefore, “death and mourning ceremonies
... provide a powerful means of reintegration of this shaken solidanty of the group*
(Krige 1974:159). Seen on a national scale, “an inability to mourn becomes a political
determinant” (Volkan 1972:90), which is why Volkan argues for the implementation of
rituals of mourning for reconciliation processes. Rudolph Hongoze, too, insists that
tituals surrounding mourning, bereavement and burial are “rituals of solidanty”
(12.01.2004).!

3% “Nicht Schuldzuweisung oder -eingestindnis, sondern die nach vorne gerichtete Versohnung, die neves
Zusammenleben erméglicht, steht im Mittelpunkt.”

X0 A grave “artack on social solidarity ... takes the form of death® (Krige 1974:160).

3! See also Sundermeier (1998:77-92) for his discussion of mouming rituals in Afacan societies.
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Among the Southern Nguni people, bringing home the spirit of a deceased person
(wkubnyisa) is an act of reconciliaion between the family members and the deceased
(Lamla 1981:16-17). Indeed, one way of translating the word used for this ritual,
ukubuyisa, is “to reconcile”. The deceased, during the performance of the ritual, is finally
incorporated into the group of the ancestors, and may come to rest. By implication, the
whole family and extended kin of the deceased also reach a state of peace about the death.
Nxumalo (1981:71) claims that the ritual of “bringing home the dead” is an important
ritual done in honour of the deceased. “The main value expressed by the rite of
ukubuyisa is that the dead must not be forgotten. Lineage, community and continuity of
the family bond are further values.”

According to Krige, whose study focuses predominantly on the Zulu, wksbuyisa
can be held three to four years after death. It is never performed for women, and is
considered most crucial for important, senior men. At the ceremony “the name of the
deceased is included in the praises of the ancestors for the first ime after his death”
(Krige 1974:169). Hammond-Tooke (1981a:24) differs with Krige in that he places the
wkubuyisa idlozg ritual at one year after death. Another ritual performed shortly after death
is also included as a nitual of reconciliation.

Some elements of rituals after death include a cow of accompaniment, the
washing of spades, burning of the rags (which represent the mourning attire of the loved
ones), the slaughtering of an 0%, and the presence of the family’s male heirs (Lamla
1981:16-17). Nxumalo elaborates the wkubuyisa ritual further. Medicine with white foam
(which is a symbol of purity) is prepared in a clay pot. Family members drink the
medicine and are induced to vomit, in order that the pollution of death may be removed.
Through this act, family members are considered to be purified from the polluoon of
death. A goat is slaughtered. Nxumalo insists that a goat is the best sacrificial animal for
this purpose because it bleats at death. This bleating is intexpreted as being the “call” or
“invitation” to the deceased to join the living dead (Nxumalo 1981:71).%*

Besides mourning and other rituals sutrounding death, rituals of repentance may
also be considered as belonging in the category of reconciliation practices. Among the
Mpondo of South Africa, there is a ntal which involves an afflicted person performing
“the dance and song of contriion”. When afflicted with any form of hardship believed
to have been mandated by the ancestors, a person is supposed to show remorse to
his/her ancestors for whatever s/he may have done to insult or anger them (Hammond-
Tooke 1993:166). If a person’s affliction is connected to any ill-feeling (e.g. anger,
jealousy, etc.) toward kin, this is to be addressed as well, “for the confession of anger in
the heart towards kin is essential before the ritual can be effective” (Kuckertz quoted in
Hammond-Tooke 1993:157).

Magesa (1998:212-213) also highlights the importance of dance in reconciliation
rituals.*® Dance is employed to ward off destructive forces; it is therapeutic and it is “an
expression of rejecting anger and embracing communion”. Indeed, for the Taita people
of Kenya, reconciliation is often related to “casting out of anger” by means of an “anger-
removal nite”. In this ritual, one 15 encouraged to “acknowledge divisive anger and
resentment in one’s heart and cast them away”. Moteover, the ritual is meant to “deflect
anger of mystical powers and establish harmony and beneficence” (Magesa 1998:209).
The ritual is presided over by an elder. The enemies squat facing each other, mutually
exchanging words and gestures that show the will to cast away their anger and reconcile
(kwtasa). As a sign of casting away their anger, they pour (or throw) out cane juice, beer or

%2 Nxumale (1981:71) is of the opinion that this traditional ritwal can be (and is sometimes) performed in
conjunction with Holy Communion. The Christian rite is then elucidated as being a mass for the
remembrance of the dead. The skubsyisa tite and the rite of Holy Communion can be supplemented by a
homily on death, resurrection and eternal life. Nxumalo contends that this would “inspire the whole
celebration with a Christian spirit”™.

¥3 See also Hay (1998:136).
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water. The ritual is sealed by sharing food and drink (Magesa 1998:210).

In his book Ukwbuyisana (1998), Matk Hay outlines a traditional Zulu ritual
“related to the idea of cleansing”, called the “washing of the spears” (wkublanjwa
kwerikhonto, or a ritual cleansing also called inblambuluko).® This rite dates “back to the
time of Shaka Zulu in the eighteenth century when there was a ritual cleansing ceremony
after war or killing” (Hay 1998:136). Arguably, it is a form of ritual that reconciles certain
people — in this case warriors gone off to battle — with their communities (after the battle
has ended). It seeks to stifle inappropriate violent actions and enable normal, peaceable
relations.

It was a ritual cleansing of the “spears” to remove the urge to kill. Before the

battle or war the nyanga (or herbalist) would prepare a concoction of medicine or

herbs, called intelezi, to remove the fear to go to war. There was the belief in

African worldview that after war the wartiors needed to be cleansed in order to

stop their urge to continue to kill. The effects of the infelez? needed to be removed

before the wartior could return to the village. (Hay 1998:136)

Hongoze (12.01.2004) is of the opinion that “rites of passage contribute to
reconciliation in Africa”. He also calls these rites of passage (i.e. those surrounding birth,
initiation, marriage and death) “rituals of incorporation” or “rituals of co-operation”.
Rites of passage assure people’s peace with themselves and with the community; through
them people become accepted and acceptable. As such, Hongoze promotes them as
reconciliatory — they reconcile people with their roots, their tradidons, their communites.
Without them, people are not reconciled. Mfutso-Bengo (2001:39-40) agrees when
pointing out that traditional initiation ceremonies constitute the basis of reconciliadon in
African traditon. They help people in “acquiring a reconciled corporate identity”.
Indeed, he sees initiation ceremonies “as means to reconcile and humanise”. Underlying
such ceremonies is a “reconciling pedagogy”, which stresses that the building and
maintaining of relationships is a learnt skill*® Through initiation, people learn the art of
how to “relate properly” (Mfutso-Bengo 2001:57).>%

Certain rituals of reconciliation and integratton are sometimes mistakenly seen as
“rituals of rebellion,” asserts Magesa (1998:212). In his own context he has identfied
ritual transvestism and asexuality, ritual “killing” of a new chief when installed, ritual
hostility between soctal groups before a marriage, and ritual use of obscene language as
constituting “liminal sitwations whose final putpose is equilibrium in society and nature”
(Magesa 1998:212),

Significandy, reconciliation in Africa is frequently associated with healing. In a
study of an African Indigenous Church in a Cape Town township, Linda Thomas has
found that healing is a central religious activity in African traditional church settings.
When thete is conflict berween people what is needed is healing — of the individuals, the
relationships and the community at large (Thomas 1999:80). In her book, Under rbe
Canopy: Ritual Process and Spiritual Resilience in South Africa (1999), she describes the liturgy of
a service of healing in an AIC. Throughout, the rtual is marked by the use of
metaphorical language. The liturgy begins with an invitation by the minister, “It is time to
o to the lake” (“the lake” being a symbol of the place where healing occurs). A hymn is
sung. All present drink “blessed water” and receive prayer. The congregation moves to
an area where a cross in form of a fluorescent light bulb is surrounded by a blue and white

34 See also Hunter (1979:408). This ceremony is no longer widely practised, remarks Hay (1998:136).

365 African traditionalist Albert Munyai (01.09.2004) also stresses the importance of initiation. Since “we are
living in 2 dangerous world” the children must be instructed to protect themselves. We must be instructed
“to create peace in our hearts”, to live “spiritually”, to “listen to our ancestors”. Munyai insists that religious
instruction brings consistency and stability to life. Peace in people’s hearts is the basis for peace in our
country.

366 A:Z Christian, Mfutso-Bengo tries to cast Jesus as an inttiation master and mediator of reconciliadon
(2001:86).
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canopy. The congregants walk under the cloth of the canopy. At the other end each
person is blessed (with the laying on of hands) by the church’s ministers and their
spouses. Also in the holy area stands a large container of water. The church is sprinkled
with this “healing water” for “cleansing and benediction”. The water may also be used
for drinking, vomiting, bathing, and enemas (Thomas 1999:74-75). Biessed water is
employed to cleanse impurity or fight evil spirits, and so it has multiple religious functions
and bears a number of symbolic meanings (Thomas 1999:76).

Finally, I would like to mention the traditional cleansing rite performed at the
launching of the Garden of Remembrance in Freedom Park™ (in Pretoria) in March
2004, because it may also be considered a ritnal of reconciliation. On opening the park
and its shrine®®, South African president Thabo Mbeki and poet Wally Serote “performed
a cleansing ceremony in the garden. They knelt at the centre of the isisipane, and Mbeki lit
impepho, ot incense, and drank traditional beer with a traditional spoon™ (Phahlane
2004:13). Traditional healers “bowed down and clapped their hands in a thythmical
staccato”. A speech about future joy, hope, reconciliation and prosperity was delivered by
the president. Newspaper reporter Charles Phahlane alleges, “As Mbeki and Serote
stepped out of the isivane, a mist encircled the shrine and seemed to signify the setting
free of the spirit from pain. Lifted by the healing process, a man broke into a traditional
stck-fight dance as he celebrated freedom™ (2004:13).

Conclusion
In this section I have provided a broad overview of reconciliation rituals in Africa. (I
acknowledge that it is by no means an exhaustive list of reconciliation rituals that exist in
Africa) First, I considered five nituals of South African origin. Then I depicted how
reconciliation is ritually performed in five other African contexts. Finally, I briefly
mentioned some other rituals practised in Africa that may be seen as reconciliatory in a
more indirect fashion, Le. rituals of mourning and laying the dead to rest, rituals of
repentance, anger, initiation, cleansing after a battle, rebellion and healing. In conclusion
one must say that Africa in general, and South Africa in particular, have much to offer in
terms of rituals and practices designed to foster social reconciliation. Schreiter (1998:13)
indeed argues that ritual expression of reconciliation takes on “a pattern re-enacted in
myriad variations throughout the wotld”. It is not the task of this section to evaluate the
significance of the above-mentioned reconciliation rituals. I have merely shown sbat there
are “myndad vatiations” of such nituals, and whas some of them look like. It will be the
task of the subsequent chapters to analyse in depth one particular ritual of reconciliation
mentioned here, evaluating it for its potential value in a social reconciliation process in
South Africa.

Nonetheless, from this broad overview, certain common features and
tendencies can be identified that may be regarded as advantageous for a reconciliadon
process. In an article posted on the worldwide web called “Elements to admire in
African Traditional Religions™ (2004) many features of African ritual are commended.
Firsdy, rituals “fotm an essential part of social life”, i.e. they build and restore
community relations. Not only s the community of the living considered in titual,
but the living dead are also considered to participate. The “seasonal cycles and the
stages of life are sanctified by nitual action.” Moreover, “Ritual attention is given to
crisis situations.” Africa has “many nites of purification of individuals and
communities”, and the sick “are healed in rites which involve their families and the

%7 Freedom Park is “destined {0 be a2 monusment for the new SA ~ a place to recall the past and to celebrate
the strength of all the nation’s people.” 1t signifies unity and “community of interest”, “bonding all in one”
and “rooting out racial animosity” (Phahlane 2004:13).

368 The isivisane shrine in the Garden of Remembrance is to be a considered a holy place, a destination of
pilgtimage for all South Africans (Phahlane 2004:13).
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community”. In most cases, “religious sacredness is preserved in ritual”. Through
ritual, the “whole person, body and soul, is totally involved”. Ritual encourages “co-
responsibility” so that “each person contributes his share in a spitit of participation”.
Symbols used in ritual “bridge the spheres of the sacred and secular and so make
possible a balanced and unified view of reality”. In sum, rituals in Africa are “rich and
very meaningful” (Elements to admire 2004). Given the extent of the list of posidve
attributes associated with rituals in general, one can deduce that some (if not all) of
them hold for specific rituals of reconciliation as well.

A further boon that can be mentioned in connection with indigenous rituals is
offered by Ntsimane (2000:24). He claims that in traditional settings where reconciliation
tites are conducted, vicims of human mistreatment (and their relatives) know the
perpetrator(s); the reconciliation process then is personal. Similarly, the officiating
mediatory persons are known and respected by both feuding parties. Traditionally, rites
of reconciliation aim at the restoration of family or clan bonds, not metely at the
exemption from prosecution for the perpetrators. Peaceful coexistence is expected after
the reconciliation of feuding parties. Though harmonious relations cannot be
implemented by force, they are indeed observed, promoted and monitored by the broader
community.

I agree with Ntsimane that these are advantages that can be associated with
tradidonal reconciliation rituals. Yet there is also a shadow side. As noted by a number
of scholars (e.g. Hammond-Tooke, Munyai, Ralushai}, an indigenous ritual is — and can be
— performed only within the limits of the particular ethnic group whose heritage it stems
from. According to some, rituals are clan- or tribe-specific, and have no potency or
meaning beyond the bounds of that community. Of course, this characteristic, if generally
valid, would be a disadvantage in the endeavour for overall social reconciliation in South
Africa. Nonetheless, not all scholars view traditional rituals in this way. Tlhagale and
Koka for example allow for the appropriate and meaningful use of traditional rituals in
contexts that are far wider than the one clan or tribe. In fact a number of scholars see no
problem in adapting African rituals to serve communities that are not only African in their
membership.m This discussion will be continued in subsequent chapters, however, for
while it goes beyond the scope of this section, it is far too important to ignore.

2.4.2 The importance of ritual: ritual theories

It is the argument of sectuon 2.4 that one of the most profound contnbutions African
tradidon has to offer for social reconciliation in South Africa is ritual. More particularly,
rituals of reconciliation are powerful means of bringing about social reconciliation.
African tradition has a great resource in terms of such rituals, as has been illustrated in the
preceding section (2.4.1). It is beyond the capacities of this study to analyse all the
reconciliaion rituals that have been described. For this reason, I have chosen one of the
rituals from the collection of mituals described in the previous section which I will examine
in more depth. In order to do this work of analysis, I need to apply tools of ritual
interpretation. In the present section I therefore intend to outline a number of these tools
and methods that will then be applied to the chosen titual in the following section (2.4.3).
I will also elucidate on what premise my ntual analysis takes place, which assumptions I
adhere to, and which ritual scholars’ insights inform my investigations. Of course, it is
not possible here to consider all positions and scholarly theoties that exist. Instead, I
show in rough strokes what some of the main nitual theorists have said about ritual and its
significance for human society and interaction. In what follows, then, I chart a number of

39 Egbulem (1996), Lumbala (1998), Somé (2000) and Tlhagale (2000) aze scholars who already use
elements of African traditional reconciliation tituals for communities that are by no means necessarily only
African,
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ritual theories and methodologies, which provide the basis and hermeneutical tools for the
analysis of the ritual of Cleansing the chest of grudges in the subsequent section.

The field of ritual studies
According to Ronald Grimes (1982: Preface), “Ritual studies is a field, not a single,
prescribed methodology.” As shall be shown, a plethora of methods can be adopted to
study rituals. Under all citcumstances, in titual studies field study is encouraged for two
reasons: “(1) because nitual is the hardest religious phenomenon to capture in texts or
comprehend by thinking, so we need to encounter it concretely, in the field, or our study
of religion suffers; and (2) because our predecessors in the study of ritual, itargists and
anthropologists, have emphasized first-hand participation and participant-observation,
tespectively” (Grimes 1982:1). Ritologists ate “people who study nitual” (:2). It is crucial
that one should pay much attention to “the cultural and religious horizon” of the
ritologist (:155), since this will inevitably influence how s/he observes, records and
interprets the ritual. The manner and style of ritual interpretation is dependent upon
“conscious and unconscious, intellectual and emotional, bodily and attitudinal aspects of a
participant observer” (:2).”™

Grimes suggests a set of categories that are important when studying ritual. They
include the identification of ritual space (1982:21), ritual objects (:23), ritual ame (:24),
ritual sound and language (:26), nitual identty (i.e. roles and offices) (:28), and ritual action
(:30). When asking ritual participants questions about the ritual, it is necessary to note
that this “is nothing more than a device to elicit full descriptions and call attention to the
constituents of a specific rite. Responding to it provides at best a description, not an
interpretation, of a ritual” (:32). Ultimately, analysing and studying ritual requires careful
observation, respectful participation (where possible), thoughtful interpretation as well as
creative imagination.

There are a number of approaches that can be taken when doing nitual studies.
Grimes mentions some of these options, and mendons which ritual scholars have adopted
which in their invesdgations (Grimes 1982:32). First there is the approach of describing
the gtual’s phenomenology — its themes, processes, and types (done, for example, by
Eliade and Van Gennep). Second, one can seek to identify its underlying structures — as a
symbol system (Geertz), as gestural grammar (Birdwhistell), as metalanguage (Bateson), as
petformative utterance (Austin), as log1c {Cassirer and Langer), or as deep structure (Levi-
Strauss and Leach). A third option is to consider the social functions of ritual
(Durkheim), ritual “co-variants™ (Douglas), processes (Turner), and roles (Goffman,
Schechner). It is this third approach that I will use most extensively in my investigation.
Fourth is the option of considering how the ritual relates to individual and group
psychology, thus regarding the ritual as portraying a set of archetypes (Jung, Neumann),
maze ways (Wallace), compulsions (Freud), developmental stages (Erikson), or games
(Huizinga, Neale, Caillois). A fifth approach is explaining it as an ecologlcal {Rappaport)
or biogenetic (d’Aquili) operation. A sixth alternative involves tracing the precedents and
consequences of the ritual historically and theologically (Bouyet, Jungmann), and seventh
is the approach of entering into imaginative, sympathetic participation with the ritual and
concentrating on its style of constructing life-wotlds (Ricoeur, Gadamer, Palmer) or
ultimate realities (Tillich, Berger). This seventh approach is also used by myself with
some preference. Certainly, it becomes apparent that a number of these “interpretive
strategies overlap” (Grimes 1982:33). In what follows, I shall point to some of them in
mote detail.

A final point that must be raised here is that there is, as in any field of study, a
traceable progression in scholarly thinking concerning ritual. In its beginnings, scholars
such as Gluckmann found that although ritual is widely practiced, it does not affect

37 Refer also to sectdon 2.1,
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anything in the lives of people; it is not “real” and makes no “actual” difference. Berger
and Luckmann adopted this approach too, though not as rigidly as Gluckmann. The view
that ritual did not actually change people or communities was soon challenged by scholars
such as Turner and Douglas, who concluded from their findings that titual really does
effect change in sociedes and individuals. Bell took up this view as well. The end of the
sequence is represented by scholars such as Grimes. Given this evolution of nitual theory,
one might argue that it is unjustfiable to jumble various scholars’ insights into one, simply
because their premises are different almost to the point of incompatibility. Nevertheless,
I choose to combine scholars’ theories in this study, because I consider them all to have
valuable insights to offer to the topic, regardless of their initial presuppositions.

Some definitions

Victor Tumer (1967:19) defines ritual as “prescribed formal behaviour for occasions not
given over to technological routine, having reference to beliefs in mystical beings and
powers”. Ritual performances are stages in greater social processes (Tumner 1967:45) and
are as complex and varied as the society in which they are pracused. Mary Douglas
(1982:55) descobes nitual as “a form of restricted code”. This restricted code is used to
pass on information and to uphold a particular social form. Therefore it is a system of
discipline as well as of interaction. A restricted code can only emerge when members of a
group know each another so well that they share a common set of assumpuons which do
not need to be made explicit (Douglas 1982:55).”" Rituals are therefore not “universal”,
but bound to a specific context and social group. However, different groups may (learn
to) share a ritual if it addresses “common concerns”.*” According to Grimes (1982:67),
ritual occurs when “animated persons enact formative gestures in the face of receptivity
during crucial times in founded places”. Danfulani (2000:98) claims, “ritual is a prescribed
formal behaviour, a sequential stereotype of activity involving symbolic gestures, words,
and objects performed in sequestered places and designed to influence supernatural
entties or forces on behalf of the actor’s goals and interests”.

Hidden meaning

It must be stated from the onset that rituals are not simple and unambiguous subjects of
study. There exists a complex relatonship between the apparent purpose and the
unconscious aims of a ritual. Not evetything in ritual processes is obvious at first glance.
Some occurrences are rather obscure and unintelligible, shrouded in mystery. Richard
Fardon (1990) argues that ritual activity represents and points to a kind of “knowledge™
that is “mis-stated” (1990:5), “understated” (“tacit”, “implicit”) (:6) or “unstatable”, i.e.
mysterious and ineffable (:7)."” Sperber talks of “tacit knowledge — that is to say, that
which is not made explicit”, and of “unconscious knowledge” (1975:x). This knowledge
contained in ritual is the basis of a society’s “doxa” or “cultural frame” (Fardon 1990:6),
but it is a cultural frame filled with hidden meanings and secrecy (:11) to the one studying
it from the outside.”” Students of ritual must always bear in mind that “anthropological
accounts rest on the shadow side of theit assertions: the absences, ignorances and
unsayabilities which must exist for things to be as they are claimed. Yet systematic

¥1 “The more a capacity is shared the more we are likely to apply a metaphor of depth to it — on the
argument that its very shared quality makes it difficult to frame or reflect upon it.” (Fardon 1990:218)

32 Douglas makes her case by illustrating a situation (between pygmies and Persian nomads) in which two
different peoples have come to adopt certain of the same tituals which deal with their common concerns in
a shared context (1982:55).

37 Durkheim insists that religious practices such as rituals have “invisible influence over consciousnesses”
and “a manner of affecting our states of mind” (1995:364).

34 Sperber, too, explains that symbols remain shrouded in obscurity (1975:23).
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attention is rarely given to these ethnographic non events” (Fardon 1990:8).” Fardon
(1990:217) asserts, “Accounts of knowledge and their shadow accounts of ignorance are
mutually defining.” Moreover, interpretations of ritual may differ, claims Fardon. “The
‘same’ ritual may be explained, in terms of common conventions, as something rather
different in two places. Its significance is not the same” (Fardon 1990:10). Perhaps the
most striking hidden quality of ritual is that it suggests and portrays in a subtle fashion the
interrelatedness of all that is (Fardon 1990:225).”"

The body and the senses

Grimes (1982:60) alleges,
Even rituals such as meditative ones, calculated to deny or overcome the tangible,
use the body in order to effect this denial. And even when the body is decorated or
mutilated with tattoos, circumcisions, and subincisions, ot is so heavily draped and
costumed that it becomes a thing, it remains the central, concrete fact of ritual. The
study of ritual fails, then, if it ignores the tangibility and subjectivity of rital
enactment and only objectifies.

Ritual creates “a world of gestural construal, a wotld enacted, a world bodied forth”

(Gorman 1994:22). This world is experienced through sight, sound, smell, taste and

touch, as well as through emotions and feelings; it is experienced through the body and

the senses. Its meaning is discovered in, by and through enactment and embodiment,

petformance and gesture (Grimes 1982:19ff). Therefore, ritual action is “thick with

sensory meaning” (Grimes 1982:59)°"".

Rituals involve the human body, and therefore are frequently concemed with
bodily functions or secretions. Douglas analyses the importance of body symbolism in
ritual. She insists that the human body and how it is used in ritual is a map of the
structures and rules, fears and dangers present in society. The body, and how it is used, 1s
an indicator of society’s values and norms. When analysing a nitual, one does well in
observing with care the human bodies involved, and how they are used and manipulated.
This will give the analyst a good indication of the self-identty of the society in which the
titual is enacted. Douglas (1992a:128) contends,

rituals enact the form of social relations and in giving these relations visible

expression they enable people to know their own society. The ntuals work upon

the body politic through the symbolic medium of the physical body.
Douglas further argues that there is “concordance between symbolic and social
experience” (1982:64). The body is considered a ritual medium through which ritual wuth
is expressed. The human body “is always treated as an image of society” and “there can
be no natural way of considering the body that does not involve at the same time a social
dimension” (Douglas 1982:70).

According to Harvey Cox (1970:73), ntual 1s “embodied fantasy”. It allows
people to get in touch with their bodies, their senses. One way of exploring bodily and
sensory experience is through dance and movement, elements that feature prominently in
certain rituals (:50). Especially ritual that involves celebrating and feasting — including
moving, dancing, eating, etc. — affirms the human body, and seeks to overcome repressive
behaviour (of both the individual body and society) (:55). Such ritual “provides a set of
connections through which emotion can be expressed without being rpressed” (:72).

375 In ritual “there are religious depths ... that cannot be fathomed by the analysis of observational data.”
Symbols “have a fathomless lucidity of meaning which men (sic) of every grade of culnural complexity can
grasp intuitvely if they wish.” (Tumer 1962:172)

37 This may be a reason why ritual is such a common and significant featute of African society in particular,
which fosters a view of the world as an inter-related web of forces.

T “A ritual enactment is not an ordinary action like changing a tire, nior is it an imitation of an action such
as pretending to die on a stage. Rather, it is a kind of action which is in a category distinct from either of
these. Itis action thick with sensory meaning.” (Grimes 1982:59)
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Undoubtedly, religion in Africa is not a matter detached from the body and the
senses. Sundermeier (1998:10) asserts, “We participate in the wotld only through our
body; our spirit is ultimately material rather than immaterial, and cannot be imagined as
detached from matter” (see also Appiah 1992:112). For this reason religion is
demonstrated and lived out through the body and the senses, more particularly by means
of ntual. Arguably, life gains a “sacramental dimension” through ritual (Sundermeier
1998:14). Emile Durkheim also alludes to the inherently sacramental nature of ritual. He
asserts that through religious rituals human beings

feel there is something outside themselves that is reborn, forces are reanimated, and

a life that reawakens.... The renewal is in no way imaginary, and the individuals

themselves benefit from it, for the particle of social being that each individual bears

within himself necessarily participates in this collective remaking. (Durkheim

1995:352)

The human bodies that take part in rituals actually undergo real change or “renewal”.
According to Turner (1962:171), rituals are “perceptble to the senses” and possess “the
power both of effecting and signifying sanctity and righteousness”. They contain symbols
that are not merely considered to be “speculative or theoretical signs”, but “efficacious
and practical signs, as instrumentalities”, since they not only point to changes of moral
and social status, but also actually effect them. Therefore, rituals are not simply
“performance” or recitation, but are in fact lived reality.

Aections, not words
Rituals are events; they have lifespans. Only secondarily do they reside in texts,
scenatios, scripts, or rubrics, Thinking of them as unchanging is a half-truth. They
are not artifacts. They are not structures in the sense that a building is a structure.
They are structurings, as a dance is. They surge and subside, ebb and flow. One
can infer the structure of a ritual. But the inference is not the event. A ritual
structure, like a ritual text, is a residue. And texts ... are monuments. Rituals
deteriorate. Entropy is the rule; therefore, they must be raised up constantly from
the grave of book, body, memory, and culture. Rituals have lifecycles and
lifespans. They occur. They do not merely recur. (Grimes 1982:57)
Ritual is a “paralanguage” — expressed not primarily in words but in gestures (Parkin
1992:11, citing Levi-Strauss 1977). Because ritual is fundamentally about physical action,
“with words often only optional or arbitrarily replaceable”, “it can be regarded as having a
distinctive potential for performative imagination that is not reducible to verbal
assertions” (Parkin 1992:11-12). The power of nitual, therefore, lies in its actons and not
its words.

A notable number of scholars have attempted to understand ritual as a form of
communication. Yet this communication is not, in the first place, verbal. Ritual is
considered a symbolic statement or encoded presentation which acts out or stages an
already existing social message.”™ Through their referential quality rituals point to
meaning existing outside of themselves, and manifest this meaning in enactment and
gesture. In order to understand them, one is required to “break their symbolic code”
(Gorman 1994:23). The wotk of the ritologist is to reflect upon what is happening during
a ritual process. However, “ritual itself is not reflection” (Gorman 1994:24). Analysts will
never entitely be able to “know” what happens during a ritual and categorise it in clear
linguistic terms. This is so because “there is a knowing that comes through the senses —

378 “Ritual is culturally defined communication rendered by 2 community’s goals. In addition to expressing a
group’s collective values, ritual secures results beyond the original expressive intention of participants.
Moreover, it serves adaptive purposes, including techniques of reversal wherein acts not condoned in
nontitual space are performed. Ritual, like all ceremonial tites, is both action and assertion. When ritual
and religion are joined, human drama unfolds, building a reladonship berween people and their beliefs about
the supernatural.” (Thomas 1999:62)
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smells, textures, sights, sounds, tastes — that is not ultimately translatable into a lingustic
idiom™ {(Gorman 1994:25).

However, “Ritual actions are not without sense just because those doing them
cannot say what the actions mean,” argues Grimes (1982:60). Certain rituals (like church
liturgies or civil ceremonies) “may have verbal meanings codified or separable from their
actions”, but this is not so for many indigenous peoples’ rituals. Ultimately, rituals are
“deeds; they are not just colourful or oblique ways of ‘saying’ something” (Grimes
1982:60).

Ritual space and time

According to Grimes, rimal occurs “duting crucial times”, in “ctisis moments in histories
and life cycles” (1982:65). Ritual also occurs “in founded places”, i.e. in places especially
set apart or prepared for ritual. “Ritual place is a matrix of ritual life. It is a generative
centre, though it may be geographically on the edges.” During rituals there is often the
“establishment of perspectval boundaries”, where the distinctions between
inside/outside, hidden/revealed, open/closed, front/back become important (Grimes
1982:66). Danfulani (2000:89) similarly observes the existence of “ritual time”, which is a
special ime designated for speciai religious ceremonies and experiences.

Separation

The existence of ritual space and time points to the next aspect of ritual I wish to
highlight. Rituals are perceived as occurring separate from ordinary life proceedings. In
his book, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (1969), Turner elaborates three
distinct stages of the ritual process. The first phase of a ritual process is the stage of
separagon. During separagon the individuals who are undergoing or participating in the
ritual are “separated” from normal life. This separation often involves a move from one
space (place) to another, as mentioned above. The “normal” space — understood not only
in concrete, but also in sociological, psychological and spiritual terms — is characterised by
structure. The new “ritual” space, into which the partcipants move during the separaton
stage, is set apart (“holy™), i.e. is not subject to the structure and control of “normal”
space. Separation is the phase at which structured reality is deliberately (or unconsciously)
left behind and a realm of structurelessness is created and entered into. Ways in which
separation occurs are, for example, movement to a special place (e.g. 2 mountain, a
riverbank, a temple, a circutncision school, or the altar in a church), or change of
appearance (e.g. wearing other of no clothing). Other signs of separation are, for
example, festive decorations, or special music that is played. The participants as well as
the onlookers in a ritual need to be adequately prepared for the change that is going to
take place during the next phase. They also need to realise that what is about to happen is
“special” and different from ordinary every-day experiences. Therefore, communities go
to great lengths to make the separation phase elaborate and obvious. (Turner 1969:94)

Liminality or marginality

According to Turner, the second, and most significant, phase of the ritual process is called
“liminality” (1969:95).”” The liminal stage commences once separation has successfully
taken place. The participants are now no longer in the “normal” state of being, i.e. the
state characterised by structure and ordet, but are in a state of suspension from all social
norms. For this reason, Douglas views ritual as recognising and utilising “the potency of
disorder” (1992a:94). “In the disorder of the mind, ... ritual expects to find powers and
truths which cannot be reached by conscious effort.” Ritual is 2 time of abandoning
rationality and control, and is a force for potential energy and power virtually inaccessible
in the ordered world (Douglas 1992a:94). Through ritual, one “ventures beyond the

379 Turner also explores this state of liminality extensively in some of his other works (1967, 1968, 1974).
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confines of society” (1992a:95). Outside these margins of social reality ritual participants
find themselves on the threshold of becoming “new” persons, and undergoing that
change of status which will allow them to re-enter into structured society as transformed
people. Liminality is therefore the space (not only in terms of locality) where this
transformation happens.

In view of their transforming potential, Kgalushi Koka claims tituals have “a
psychological and spiritual impact” on the affected parties as well as on participating
witnesses. With special reference to reconciliation nituals, Koka argues that ritual
patticipants

feel that they have gone through a process of mental purification and spisitual

cleansing — as well as transformaton that would enable them to embrace each

other in 2 new forum of peace; and to view themselves and others with new
attitude in a socio-spiritual ‘bom-again’ scenario. To them, a new wotld with
welcoming peaceful environment (sic) and cordial relationship has opened. (Koka

2003:6)

Transformation “implies deliberate intervention to effect change”. Itis “operative
across four interdependent dimensions,” i.e. the personal, relational, structural and
cultural (Lederach 1997:82-83). Perhaps ritual can be seen as such a “deliberate
intervention” on the part of a community to effect change in people who require it.
Schechner coins the word “transformance” to suggest the change-evoking possibilities of
ritual (Grimes 1982:57). Ritual is “transformatve drama”, to use Linda Thomas’ term
(1999:117). Yet one needs to be aware of the hazardous nature of marginal states, as
Douglas points out. She asserts (1992a:96), “Danger lies in transitional states, simply
because transition is neither one state nor the next, it is undefinable.”

Besides being a phase of transformation, liminality is a “statusless” reality for
those participating in it. It is therefore characterised by a form of equality and sameness
of all participants, regardless of their social position in ordinary life.

Social structure, order and balance

For people who inhabit the state of liminality, social norms are suspended; the obligations
and privileges of their social standing are meaningless; the hierarchy of power, the
structural system of their normal state of existence does not affect them. Those who
together participate in liminality portray what Tumner calls “communitas” (1969:96, 131).
The type of communitas which occurs during ritual is deemed “spontaneous” or
“existential” (1969:140). Communitas is essentially a structure-less society, where
individuals relate to one another in terms of Marun Buber’s “I-Thou” relationships.
Hierarchy, order, rules and structure are not what sustains and nourishes communitas.
The social “laws” that are in place in an ordinary life situation (e.g. that the ones who are

3% Communitas can also become “normative” when the state of liminality is made the norm by a particular
community. An example of such ardficially created communitas (“artificial” because it is not the nararal
process of a community 10 remain in a state of liminal spontanecus communitas for a long period of time)
i3 the Franciscan community of the thirteenth centusy (Turner 1969:145). It is interesting that at the latest
when the initiator or founder of such a community passes away, a form of structure needs to be established.
Human beings seemingly cannot do without some kind of structuse or order. Even if the desire for a
structure-less and status-less community is very heari-felt — as it was in the case of Francis — stracture and
order creep in at some stage. So, communitas in a pure sense cannot be or occur for very long, The liminal
character of communitas at some point requires some form of aggregation, i.e. return to the notms and
social value structures of the rest of society. Ritvals, and communitas, are therefore necessanly
“exceptional” and “extra-ordinary” in sociclogical and anthropological terms. By implication chis means
that to try to forcibly live a life of seclusion or separation from the world is not only very difficult, but it is

" almost impossible. Communitas is desirable, but it is also not an ordinary state of being. Itis at odds with
ordinary ways of being in the world at large because it functions according to different criteria entrely.
Communitas can be entered into and enjoyed at special times, but since it is not the “way of the world”, it
cannot be where human beings reside.
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high up in the social hierarchy have power over those of lower status) are non-functional
during communitas — and indeed defied by it. In fact, 2 hallmatk of communitas seems to
be that existing social norms are in some cases turned on their head, so that, for example,
the weak are seen as powerful, and the influential are regarded as insignificant.

So, the liminal stage of ritual seems to counteract or negate society’s norms and
structures, i.e. it appears to defy the status quo. However, according to Turner (1969:94),
it is ironic that ritual actually serves to maintain a balanced form of the status quo.
Ultimately liminality is temporally restricted, and inevitably social normality is re-
established. Through “reaggregation or reincorporation” there is a ritual return to the
structured, orderly, stratified norms of societal life. The people who, during liminality,
were all regarded as equal, and who were status-less, return to reality as members of a
community, bound by social laws and rules of custom, and again part of the structured
netwotk of relatonships called society. They have left the egalitarianism and solidarity of
communitas, and are back in the real world which is based on defined roles and patterned
order and organisation.

It seems, then, that in Turner’s analysis, rituals are instrumental in changing the
status of individuals in society, and perhaps of putting nght something that was socially
out of joint, without changing the core structures of society itself. The participants in the
ritual are changed, but not the structures and orderings of the society at large. Those who
partook of the ntual are changed in order to (again) “fit” within the social mould of their
society. In essence, therefore, ritual helps to maintain and to strengthen the status quo,
the general structure and order of the society, although at first glance it seems to defy
society’s hierarchy and structures. It may therefore be said simply that ritual plays an
important part in the structuring of sociality (Fardon 1990:27£f). This includes
maintaining and enhancing good relations between different groups in a community.

Max Gluckmann (1962:14-15) also focuses on the social aspect of ritual and
comes to the conclusion that rituals are “to be understood in terms of the social relations
which are involved” in them. Issues surrounding social organisation and poliical power
fuel the need for ritual. Gluckmann insists that society is a network of offices and
positions, a set of linkages between statuses and roles. Ritual “establishes and maintains
this network™ (1962:17). To use the term coined by Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann
(1966:104£f), one could argue that ritual is employed for “universe maintenance”.*

Like a number of other scholars I have mentioned, Meyer Fortes (1962:55) is of
the opinion that ritual is used in bringing about status changes. Through ritual individuals
and groups can achieve incorporation into “a new field of social structure, or conjecture
of social relations” (:56). Fortes insists that “ritual institutions fulfil cntical integrative
functions in primitive societies”. Rituals are “the cement of the social fabric” (quoting
Malinowsky) and contribute to the beneficial functioning of economics, the juridical
system, and morality (Fortes 1962:83).

In ritual, performance of actions occurs according to social roles. Ritual actions
“express and amend social relationships so as to secure general blessing, purification,
protection, and prosperity for the persons involved in some mystical manner which is out
of sensoty control” (Gluckmann 1962:24). For this reason Gluckmann argues that there
is, in most indigenous societies, a “ritualisation of social relationships™ (:24). Because
roles in society are seen as a web of complex moral inter-relatedness (:29), a delicate
balance of these roles must constantly be maintained, and harmful disturbances must be
kept at bay (:30). Rituals “of all kinds are associated with efforts to ensure success and
avoid disaster” (:31). They are employed to redress the equilibrium at any alteration of
social dispositions, or to establish a new equilibnium in changed relations, to achieve re-

38 Similarly, Helga Dickow makes the case that there is 2 need for ritval and symbol in the establishment
and maintenance of civil religion (1996:29). See also section 3.4.7.
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aggregation or aggregation (:38).” For this reason one often sees rituals arising out of a
need for conflict resolution (:39).*

Kgalushi Koka (2003) is of the opinion that ritual represents one of the most
profound means for resolving social conflicts. With special emphasis on reconciliation
rituals, he argues that ritual effects “oneness” (i.e. unity and solidatity) of a people. By
reaching the hidden recesses of human consciousness, it has the ability to activate a sense
of guilt and remorse. It enables confession, readiness for absolution, and a preparedness
to make peace. It generates a desire to reconcile physically and spiritually and thereby
assists in bringing about transformation from the past to the future. Its aim is to bring
about harmonious and peaceful co-existence (Koka 2003:5-6).°* Essentially, ritual seeks
to build community.

The Comaroffs (1991:160) agree that ritual has the role of expelling incongruity
and disharmony in society. Its function is to bring order and calm into a situation of
upheaval. Although ritual procedures cannot “banish all contradictions™ from the world
of indigenous Africans, they can and do “hold them at bay”, “along with other symbolic
action that addressed and redressed social tensions”. Therefore, ritual is seen as *“a vital
force in constructing and transforming the social and natural universe”. As the “supreme
cultural product” of indigenous African peoples, ritual plays “a major part in ...managing
the tensions and ambiguities inherent in their political communities” (Comaroffs
1991:160). The Comaroffs however caution against an all too simplistic understanding of
ritual and its functions by maintaining that

ritual is never merely conservaave. It is not simply an adhesive that holds together

authornitative social arrangements and institutions. Under certain conditions, its

power may be called upon to illuminate, interpret, and counter dissonance in the
lived environment. ... As new contradictions and unfamiliar cultural forms were
implanted into their social context, Tswana increasingly invoked traditional ritual

itself as a symbol of a lost world of order and control. (Comaroffs 1991:160)

There is indeed another side to the coin of ritual’s social functions. It not only
serves to maintain and uphold social norms and customs. It not only seeks to uphold the
status quo, and unquestioningly accept the powers and circumstances that be. Ritual is
also used to question, challenge and destabilise. Curiously, ritual is both about
maintenance and change, preservation and deconstruction, upholding authority and testing
it. Linda Thomas, who in her book (1999) deals with “ritual process and spiritual
resilience” in an AIC in South Afnica, asserts that certain rituals are developed “to
reorient, and in a sense, reinvent ... social reality” (Thomas 1999:116).** In her
observation, rituals “performed in sacred space empoweted people when they entered
secular space”; symbols used in rituals “served as hermeneutical text to understand the
wortld in which members lived their lives” (:116). For this reason Thomas is of the
opinion that certain rituals have the ability to empower those with little socio-political
power. Ritual can be a form of agency to tansform a life situation which the socially
disadvantaged lack in other areas (:82). Furthermote, it promotes collecave self-identity,
often in the face of external pressures (:84). Thomas goes as far as saying that some

382 Given these observations, it is not surprising that African communities, in particular, make such
extensive use of ritual. In their desire for social harmony and equilibrium, they employ a myriad of rituals
that aim at promoting just that.

385 See also Danfulani (2000:99).

3 To illustrate his point, he divulges an example of a rirual ceremony for the settlement of disputes
between two watring parties, known as Cleansing the chest of grudges (Koka 2003:6-8), which has been
elaborated in the previous section, and will be analysed in the subsequent section,

385 Gluckmann warns that rituals “tend to drop into desuetude in the modern urban sitation where the
matetial basis of life, and the fragmentation of roles and activities, of themselves segregate social roles”
(1962:38). He seems to say that nitvals are incompatible with modern life (:37), and are in danger of fading
into oblivion. Thomas’ study among many others disproves this assumption by showing how in fact fitual is
alive and well - even in modern urban settings.
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rituals (notably rituals of healing), as practised by indigenous churches in Afnica, represent
“a counterhegemonic force” (:122) and are therefore a power to be reckoned with, even
politically. Dillistone (1986), too, highlights the aspects of ritual bebaviour that seek to
promote social change rather than stability. Many scholars, he concedes, give impressive
testimony to the existence and value of the type of nitual that brings coherence and
stability to a society. “But symbolic forms are also needed for social experience in time,
for change, for interaction” (Dillistone 1986:108).°* These Dillistone regards as
“historical symbols, as shaped, patterned, formed by critical events in social
experience”™. The point is that every society needs an amount of structure as well as
“anti-structure” (Dillistone 1986:114).%*

Symbolic rites are needed to ensure a safe passage and a happy return. Thus there

are on the one hand symbolic forms necessary for the maintenance of the regular

health and ordered existence of the whole society. These constitute a kind of
intellectual framework, subject to only minor deviations or adjustments from
generation to generation. There are on the other hand forms necessary to rouse
and encourage and provide a sense of purpose for those facing unknown hazards,
whether 1n individual or community life. Such forms are more variable, more
related to the emotions and dependent more upon charismatic leadership.

(Dillistone 1986:111)

From the arguments elaborated above, it follows that rituals are generally
communal in nature. Another way of putting it is that rituals “set collectivity in motion;
groups come together to celebrate them” (Durkheim 1995:352).% Sundermeier (1998:53)
claims, “Riral calls forth emotions which the group believes are essental for its own
continued existence and the well-being of the individual; it stabilises and channels them.
In this respect it has a controlling function.” Like other scholars already mentioned,
Sundermeier agrees that rituals design ways of ordering the wotld, making it manageable
and keeping chaos at bay. More specifically, tual has six dimensions. The first is its
social funcuon. Second is its expressive, poetic dimension, which assists in shaping the
aesthetics of a society, and implies creativity and celebration (Sundermeier 1998:54).
Third is the cognitive, educational function, which seeks to imbue moral values and
ancient knowledge. Fourth, ritual provides ways of structuring space, and both
distinguishing and inter-relating the sacred and the secular. The fifth dimension of ritual
is its legal dimension, whereby it assists in establishing a rule of (uncodifted) law. Sixth is
its religious dimension, which seeks to “make the invisible visible” (1998:55). Essendally,
all six of these dimensions are ulimately of social concern, and serve to edify the

community at large.

Types of ritual

One of the fathers of ritual and religious study, Emile Durkheim (1995:3011f), establishes
two main categories of what he calls “principal modes of ritual conduct”, viz. the
“negative cult” and the “positive cult”. The “negative cult” includes practices
surrounding taboo and prohibitions (:304), contagion, and bringing together and mixing

3% Such rituals and symbols have the ability to “stir to action” or “bind together” a social group (Dillistone
1986:219).

37 Here, Dillistone seeks to stress that Douglas’ focus on watural symbols, in her book of the same title,
needs to be counterbalanced by a recognition of bisferizal symbols and rituals.

38 See also Tumer (1969). In connection to this, Dillistone (1986:122) advocates both traditional symbols,
which hold things together and “innovative symbols” which bring “together representatives of different
cultures and for the expansion of new perspectives in ail cuitures”.

3 Afrer much study of sacrificial rites in particulaz, Duzktheim (1995:340-341) concludes that sacrifices are
an expression of communion with those for whom the sacrifice is made (i.e. gods, ancestors, etc)). Sacrifice
therefore is an intrinsically social ritval, concerned with a communal meal - invelving not only the living
human participants, but also those othets who are invited to be present at the event.
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opposites (:329).’™ The forms of “positive cult” he investigates are (1) sacrifice (:330ff),
(2} “mimetic rites” (:355) and (3) representative or commemorative rites (:374). Much of
his investigation focuses on sacficial rites. “Mimetic rites” are those in which people
ritually imitate animals (:355). Representative or commemorative rites are ceremonies
whose purpose it is “to join the present to the past and the individual to the collectvity”
(:382); they are a “means by which the social group reaffirms itself pedodically” (:390).
Particular forms of representative or commemorative rites are so-called “piacular rites”.
These are “sad ceremonies” which serve the purpose “to meet a calamity or to remember
and mourn one”. The term “piaculum” suggests the idea of expiation but is broadet than
that (:392). Rituals of mourning fuifil a social obligation of lamentation (:401) and are
seen as 2 way “to turn aside an evil ot expiate a misdeed” (:409).

Theo Sundermeier (1998:77-92) places special emphasis on rituals of mourning.
These “are understood as social and legal institutions which regulate the position of the
survivors and restore the damaged equilibrium of the community” (:77). Applying
Kiibler-Ross’ theory about the stages of mourning to a Pedi mourning ritual (:78-87),
Sundermeier (1998:78) observes,

Rituals are an elementary, non-verbal means of communicating spiritual tension.

Not only is a personal problem ‘expressed’ and thereby given spintual relief, but

people around are drawn into the problem. A community of mutual expetience

comes into being, giving support to individuals so that the pain can begin to heal.

If the emotions necessary for healing are absent, then the titual has an activating

function. It calls them up, and at the same time subdues them.

Furthermore, mourming nituals “are a means of defence” against evil forces which
are thereby kept at bay; they are “rituals of separation”, have a “healing function” and
represent “a coping strategy”. Mourning rituals are “nituals of re-birth. The dead are
prepared for new birth and so are the survivors, who are born into a new status in
society.” Therefore, such rituals are “ultimately directed towards new life” (Sundermeier
1998:89)*'. Indeed, Sundermeier (1998:92) argues that

Rituals are mainly observed when life is most seriously threatened, that is, in times

of crisis. ... [They] lead individuals through the tunnel of threat into life beyond,

giving them a new status in tune with the community. In this way, ritual becomes

a healer for individuals and a regulator of public life. Ritual brings about change.
Futrther types of ritual investigated by Sundermeier are rites of passage which include rites
of hierarchy or status-change (1998:56), circumcision (:59ff) and marriage (:69ff}.

To differentiate between different types of ritual behaviour, Grimes defines a
number of “modes of rimaal sensibility”. These include “titualization, decorum,
ceremony, liturgy, magic, and celebradon” (Grimes 1982:35). “Ritualization” processes
tend to be “seasonal, agricultural, fertility, divinatory, and healing ones, because they make
explicit the interdependence of people with their physical environments and bodies™ (:37).
They are rituals with “inescapably biological and natural” roots (:39), and include
mannerisms and gestures. “Decorum” belongs mainly to “civic and social life” (:39), like
the formalities of, for example, greeting, departing and tea drinking. “Ceremony” is
“intentional” and includes “labour rallies, polidcal fanfares, coronations, inaugurations,
convocations, Olympic games, and courtroom sessions” (:41). “Liturgy” is descrbed as
“any lirargical action with an ulumate frame of reference and the doing of which is felt to
be of cosmic necessity”. In liturgy “we wait upon power”. Itis “a structured waiting
upon an influx of whole-making (holy) power” and is inherently a “spiritual exercise”
(:43). According to Grimes, examples of liturgy include meditation, invocation and praise.
“Magic” is “pragmatic, ritual wotk™ (:45), like healing and fertility divination.

30 See Fardon (1990:83ff, 107f) for rituals surrounding death and pollution.
¥ “Each life is directed towards death. But new life grows out of death, both here and in the other world.
Only through death is there life. That is why partcipants die the ritual death” (Sundermeier 1998:91).
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“Celebration” brings a “ludic element” to ritual (:47); it is “expressive play” (:48), and
finds manifestation in carnivals, birthdays and feasts, among others.
In his later work (1990), Grimes expands on his findings, and specifies different
types of tituals more precisely. Rituals may be categorised as
¢ performed, embodied, enacted, gestural (not merely thought or said);
e formalized, elevated, stylized, differentiated (not ordinary, unadorned, or
undifferentiated);
tepetitive, redundant, thythmic, (not singular or once-for-all);
collective, institutionalized, consensual {(not personal or private);
patterned, invariant, standardized, stereotyped, ordered, rehearsed (not
improvised, idiosyncratic, or spontaneous);
traditional, archaic, primordial (not invented or recent);
e valued highly or ultimately, deeply felt, sentiment laden, meaningful, serious
(not trivial or shallow);
condensed, multilayered (not obvious; requiring interpretation);
¢ symbolic, referental (not merely technological or primarily means-end
oriented);
e perfected, idealized, pure, ideal (not conflictual or subject to criticistn and
failure);
® dramatic, ludic [i.e., playlike] (not primarily discursive or explanatory; not
without special framing or boundaries);
¢ paradigmatic {(not ineffectual in modeling either other rites or non-ritualized
action);
¢ mysuacal, transcendent, religious, cosmic (not secular or merely empirical);
e adaptive, functional (not obsessional, neurotic, dysfunctional);
e conscious, deliberate {(not unconscious or preconscious) (Grimes 1990:14)
In an examination of a number of indigenous societies, Gluckmann (1962:2-3)
came to the conclusion that the main categories underlying rituals are separation (e.g. at
funerals), transition (e.g. at initiation) and incorporation (e.g. at weddings).”” Gluckmann
found that each ceremony has “specific protecuve, propinatory, acquisitive, purificatory,
productive, and/or predictive purposes, according to its situation in social life” (1962:4).
In Gluckmann’s analysis (1962:23), rituals can be distinguished as four kinds or types.
First, there are rituals of magical action, which include the use of mystical powers.
Second ate rituals of religious action, which in Africa usually involve the cult of the
ancestors. Third is substantive or constitutive ritual “which expressed or altered social
relationships by reference to mystical notions”. Rites of passage are typical for this
category. Fourth are facttve rituals which increase the material well-being or strength of
the group.”™
Umar Danfulani (2000), a scholar of ritual practice among some peoples of
Nigeria, highlights divination as a major ritual category. The communities under his
scrutiny made extensive use of divination for “individual and communal affliction,
conflict, and crises caused by both spiritual and human agents”. Divination here includes
“redressive rites needed to avert, remedy, and exorcise affliction,” especially ill health
(Danfulani 2000:88). The diviner conducting the ritual makes use of oracular speech™,

¥2 See the insightful table on modes of ritual sensibility (Grimes 1982:50).

3 These categories are indeed reminiscent of Tumer’s phases of the atual process. However, Gluckmann
applies them to different rituals in their entirety, whereas Turner uses these categories to describe the
process of each and every rirual,

34 See also Fardon (1990:83£f) for an investigation of kinds of rirual.

5 According to Jahn (1961:124), “since man has power over the wotd, it is he whe directs the life force.
Through the word he receives it, shares it with other beings, and so fulfils the meaning of life.” Al activities
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ritual actions, and designated paraphernalia®®. “The statements of the diviner are
considered efficacious through the meaning they convey” (:99). Danfulani has found that
the communities he analysed perform a number of rites for national calamities (e.g.
famine, drought, pests) “to remove the calamity, purify the land, and guard against future
occurrences” (:91). Under certain circumstances the people make use of tites for invoking
a deity to avenge injustice (:95).

In most cases, affliction is removed and health and well-being restored through

redressive sacrificial rituals of reconciliation. The ... diviner acts as the mediator

between the victim of affliction and the afflicting agent by penetrating into the
spirit realm and recurning with an intelligible etdology of the ill health. The ...
diviner recommends that what should be done to restore health and well-being,

From the ritual process of ... divination, therefore, a normal pattern of interaction

is resumed between the individual and the spirit realm, and with fellow human

beings. (Danfulam 2000:97)

Therefore, as has already been discussed above, certain rituals are “mechanisms for
reducing, excluding, or resolving social conflicts in society” (Danfulani 2000:99).

Although ritual action can be distinguished as ¢ither beneficent or destructive, my
focus here is on the beneficent category of rituals. According to the Comaroffs
(1991:158), beneficent riteal (bongaka in SeTswana) contains two classes of rites, viz.
“healing or constituting” (g a/afd) or “strengthening, affirming, reproducing” (g thaya).
For go alafz divination is required to define the malady and its souzce, and then weatment
is needed to reverse the condition. It is focussed on personal affliction, but nonetheless is
seen to regenerate the social order at large. Go thaya affirms or renews the structure of the
social world through fixed or commemoratve rites, e.g. the establishment of settlements,
redrawing of boundanies around homesteads, or redefinition of status at moments of
passage. It frequenty links up with the agricultural cycle. While its focus is on communal
treconstruction, it also seeks to restore individual participants.

Rituals of healing are of particular importance in Africa.’”’ In her study of “some
aspects of healing methods among black South Africans” (1986), Vera Buehrmann notes
that common features in healing procedures involve punfication, exorcism, confession
and catharsis, dream interpretation, and nitual ceremonies involving lengthy incantations
(1986:106). Healing aims at restoration of the balance of relationships. Healing
ceremonies frequently involve dance (:111). The personality and atttude of the healer
play a role in the efficacy of the process (:108). The healing rite often includes “open-
ended oracular conversations™ which allow “healers and clients to exchange
interpretations of events and relatdons and thus to subsume chaotic, usually painful,
experience into available symbolic categories” (Comaroffs 1991:157).

Healing rituals are sometimes specifically aimed at promoting reconciliation.””
The category “reconciliation otuals” is not clearly defined and watertght, but rather

of human beings and all movements in nature “rest on the word, on the productive power of the word, ...
which is life force itself” (:126). African medicine is always connected to the word, or “Nomme” (:127). “All
magic is word magic, incantation and exorcism, blessing and curse” (:132). There is no harmless or
noncommital word; every word has consequences. The word binds, and a person is responsible for his/her
word (:133). Humans have dominion over things through words (:135). Ultimately, Noamo is *‘a
procreative force” which can transform a thing into an image; the word creates an image (;151).

36 For example, Pa diviners make use of pebbles (i.e. shuffling and casting of pebbles, inscribing pebbles,
interpreting the message of the pebbles) (Danfulani 2000:99ff). Other paraphemalia used during divination
procedures in Africa may include bones, shells, animal teeth or claws, feathers, stones or sticks.

397 See for example Thomas (1999) and Davies (1995). See also sections 1.5.1 and 2.4.1. “Healing was, and
remains, a context in which cultural forms may be realigned, symbols given renewed value, established
practices extended or transformed” (Comaroffs 1991:157).

398 See Hay (1998:137), who is of the opinion that rimals of reconciliation indeed “help victims and
communities mourn, heal, confront the past, exorcise the evil of the past, celebrate forgiveness, etc.” On
the other hand, reconciliation rituals also enable perpetrators “to express repentance, remorse, contrition,
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encompasses a range of ritual practices. According to Cas Wepener (2004¢:11), the
various types of “reconciliation rituals” may be distinguished as protest rituals, confession
rituals, therapeutic or cleansing rituals, acceptance or forgiveness rituals, reintegration and
unity rituals, and rituals of reparation.”” Nonetheless, a single ritual may be so versatile
that it incotporates several of the distinctive features of reconciliation mentioned by
Wepener (such as confession, as well as cleansing or acceptance etc.).

Participants

Of course, human beings are the prime participants in ritual. As elaborated above, it 1s
human society and sociality that is the focus of most ritual occurrences. Yet besides
human beings other “beings™ also share in certain rituals. According to Fardon, rituals
frequently involve “inhuman company”, both in the form of the dead (1990:34ff) and in
the form of animals (:39ff). Communication with the dead (:90ff) is not uncommon in
rituals, especially in African indigenous settings. Indeed, “superhuman agency” is a
distinctive aatribute of religious rirual (Lawson 1993:197), and is exemplified by the
ancestors, gods, God, spirits or impersonal forces, etc. Plants, inanimate objects such as
minerals or stones, medicines, colour etc. are also considered active participants in some
rituals (Fardon 1990:170ff).

Ritual experts
Accotding to Jean and John Comaroff (1991:156), ritual in African societies is an

especially forceful mode of acton, it is skilled “wotk”. In ritual one can observe “the
controlled and stylized manipulation of words, gestures, and substances — techniques, that
is, that concentrated [the nitual performers’] properties and powers.” The effectiveness of
a ritual is believed to deepen as the (innate and learnt) competencies of ritual performers
increase. The ngaka or ritual expert, acts as the mediator between the “domesticated” and
the “wild”, the living and the dead. He or she is therefore also viewed as the restorer of
the integrity of the (personal and social) disrupted body, as the integrity of the body is
based on the proper alignment of the categories of the cosmos (Comaroffs 1991:156).
Through ritual, and with the help of a ritual expert, disruption is set right, harmony is
restored. Any form of calamity demands an explanation and, ultimately, a remedy.*” The
treaunent process involves a ritual expert (or more) who either performs divination of the

etc.”. In general, rituals are required which “express justice, reparation, reconciliation, hope, human dignity
and honour.” Such rituals must be employed “at the national, local and individual levels™, in order to have
the desired positive impact on the whole of society.
¥ “Die tipes wat hier onderskei kan word, alhoewel viteenlopend in hoe hulle daar vitsien en nie opgedes]
in waterdigte kompartemente nie, behels:
Protestituele ~ optogte; gesknfte soos verklarings; handelinge van onthouding s00s vas, nie koop nie of
sanksies
Belydenisptuele — verbale skuldbelydenisse; dokumente soos skulderkennings en verklarings; tyd vir
stilte
Helings- of terapeutiese- of reinigingstituele — uitpraat; vertel van stodes; die maak van kunswerke (klei;
papier; gedigte ens); plak van papientjies teen kruis en verbranding dasrvan; eksorsismes soos
byeenkomste op plekke waar ongeregtigheid plaasgevind het
Aanvaardings- of vergifnisrituele — omhelsings; handeskud; gebede; rook; seén; handewas; gebruik van
kristalle
Herintegrerende- of saambindende rituele - saam eet en drink; verklarings; register van versoening;
simboliese begrafnis; besprinkeling (met byvoorbeeld bloed); dans
Reparasierituele - simboliese gradeplegtighede; teruggee van eiendom
Elkeen van hierdie tipes is ‘n soort wat pas binne die repertoire van versoeningsrituele, alhoewel daar in elke
tipe op ‘n ander aspek van die proses van versoening gefokus word.” (Wepener 2004¢:11)
400 Social and personal disruption can be caused by sorcery (bo/os), pollution (borbrrbs), unleashed
undomesticated spinits (medimo), ancestral punishment (badimo), and lastly, if no other cause can be found, by
God (modime) (Comaroffs 1991:157). See also Booysens (1986:117-122).
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cause and circumstance of the calamity or takes on the role of mediatot in the ritual
4
process.

Bridging past, present and future

Two elements of ftual that are dealt with extensively by Harvey Cox in his book, Feast of
Fools (1970), are festivity and fantasy. According to Cox, festvity and fantasy enable
humans to “appropriate an extended atea of life, including the past, into its own
experience” (:7). Through festivity and fantasy human beings learn to deal with theix past
and find a good way forward into the future. This is an important feature of rituals also.
Ritual celebration is a2 way in which we learn “to affirm both life and history without being
suffocated by them” (:32). Furthermore, festivity “temains one of the few human actions
where we keep our two environments in proper tandem” — the mundane and the divine,
the transcendent and the physical (:47). Essenaally, festivity is required for healthy human
and social life.

For Cox, festivity is “closely related to memory, and fantasy is more akin to hope”.
Both together are needed for a sense of origin and destiny, and of not being trapped “in
an ephemeral bubble” (:8). In a wotld of constant change “both festival and fantasy are
indispensable for survival” (:12). Festivity and fantasy are necessaty to avoid a society
from becoming “alienated from its past and cynical about its future” (:13).”

Rituals “link human beings to their story, and give them a past and a future” (Cox
1970:14).*® Fortes (1962:66) claims that rituals, and the rules, injunctions and
prohibitions under which they function, appeal to certain founding myths of the society.**
Rituals need stories — myths — to sustain them, and they in tumn sustain the stories upon
which they are built. Rituals together with myths play a crucial role in the shaping and
sustaining of human identity. As mediators of social identity, rituals point to a society’s
collective memory.*® Myths can be seen as contributing to a community’s collective
memory.*” Both myths and rituals involve the use of archetypal images (Grimes
1982:153, referring to the dtual studies approaches of Jung and Eliade). Rituals
contribute to “image making”*”, as indeed they also draw from the images and myths
underlying societies’ self-definition.

41 See Lederach (1997:67-69) for an exploration of the process and mediation, which involves intermediary
roles and functions.

2 See the discussion on collective memory in sections 1.1 and 1.2, as well as James and van de Vijver
{2000), Bundy (2000), Adam and Adam (2000).

403 Sperber (1975:145) claims, “The cyclical movement of cultural symbolism might seem absurd if it were
not precisely for the constructive character of remembering. Indeed, it is not 2 question here of the endless
quest for an impossible solution, but rather of a repeated work of re-organisation of the encyclopaedic
memory. Each new evocation brings about a different reconstruction of old representations, weaves new
links among them, integrates into the field of symbolism new intonation brought o it by daily life: the same
rituals ate enacted, but with new actors; the same myths are told, but in a changing universe, and to
individuals whose social position, whose telationships with othets, and whose experience have changed.”

4 Fortes (1962:78) cites an example of a founding myth which functions to sustain and give credence to
the rite of renewal of a chief’s office.

405 See Adam and Adam (2000).

46 For an examination of the role and funcdon of myth, see Childs (1960} and Manyeli (1992). Examples of
important myths in South Africa are the Basotho myth of Kholumo-lumo (Manyeli 1992:33; see also Casalis
1861:347-349), the myth of Litaclane, the myth of the Lizard and the Chameleon (Manyeli 1992:110), “The
metamorphosis of a maiden”(Casalis 1861:344{f) and “The little hare” (Casalis 1861:350ff).

407 See Villa-Vicencio (2000},
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Cox (1970:15) asserts, “A race that has lost touch with past and future through the
debilication of ritual, revelry, and visionary aspirations will soon shrink to a trnbe of
automatons”. The loss of festivity “severs man’s (sic) roots in the past and clips back his
reach toward the future. It dulls his psychic and spiritual sensibilites” (:26). Rutual
celebration both “restores us to a proper view of history-making” and assists us in
“finding our way forward” (:32).

There is a festive way of appropriating the past, a way that accepts the past

without being bound by it, that views past history not as a prison to escape or as

an antique to be presetved but as a dimension of reality that enlarges and

illuminates the present. (Cox 1970:32)

Fantasy like festivity reveals man’s (sic) capacity to go beyond the empincal world

of the here and now. But fantasy exceeds festivity. In it man not only relives and

antcipates, he remakes the past and creates wholly new futures. Fantasyisa

humus. Out of it man’s ability to invent and innovate grows. (Cox 1970:59)

Part of this process involves what Cox describes as “symbol formation and myth
creation” (:67).

It is ritual which impatts both the structure and the circomstance for the
expression of fantasy. In ritual human beings enact the dreams and hopes of the
community to which they belong. “Ritual is social fantasy” (:70-71). Of course there is
always the danger of ritual becoming ideological (i.e. oppressive) or idiosyncratic (i.e.
exclusive, benefiting just one group), cautions Cox (:71). Rituals “laden with doctrines”
become rigid and less accommodating (:73). For this reason Cox advocates the invention
of rituals; “living liturgy™ has its origins “not [only] in the churches but in the world” (:81).
Nonetheless, rituals “must have a social dimension” as well as “a historical dimension™
(:73).

Ritual “transforms the inchoate into the expressive” (Cox 1970:73). Its grand task
is to “lure people into festive fantasy, put them in touch with the deepest longings of the
race, help them to step into the parade of history, and ignite their capacity for creation”
(:81). Effectively, Cox advocates the use of ritual in a creative and celebratory fashion.
Ritual, as the base for festivity and fantasy, has great potency for identity formation,
society-building and moral formation. For this reason much effort and thought needs to
go into the establishment of efficacious rituals.

What Cox suggests is comparable to what Hobsbawm and Ranger term the
“invention of tadition™ (1993) - i.e. the creaton of new or renewed nituals that both draw
from the past and cater for the present and future needs of our societies. Old nituals may
also be re-shaped to suit a new context.*”® “Invented tradition”

is taken to mean a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly

accepted rules and of a titual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain

values and norms of behaviour by repetition, which automatically implies

continuity with the past. (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1993:1)

Inventing traditions is a process of “formalization and ritualization charactetized by
reference to the past, if only by imposing repetiion”. It occurs in rapidly changing
societies, where old categories are no longer valid, and must be readapted (Hobsbawm
and Ranger 1993:4). Robin Horton (1971:106) interprets developments in African belief
and ritual “as responses of the tradidonal cosmology to the successive interpretative
challenges posed by modem social change”. In situations of rapid social change, ritual is
particularly important for the establishment of new traditions, since it enables the

408 “Rjtuals are events; they have lifespans. ... Thinking of them as uachanging is a half-truth. They are not
artifacts. They are not structures in the sense that a building is 2 structure. They are structurings, as a dance
is. They surge and subside, ebb and flow. ... Rituals deteriorate. Entropy is the rule; therefore, they must be
raised up constantly from the grave of book, body, memory, and culture.” (Grimes 1982:57)
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formation of a new identity.*” It cannot be denied that African society (especially in
South Africa) is rapidly changing and in flux. For the above-mentioned reasons suggested
by Cox, Hobsbawm, Ranger and Horton, South Africa may provide fertile ground for the
“invention” of ntuals. (This will be discussed in more depth in section 5.4.)

Symbols

“Ritual entails symbolism,” insists Kwame Appiah (1992:113). An essential component of
ntuals are symbols. The “symbol is the smallest unit of ntual which stll retains the
specific properties of titual behaviour: it is the ultimate unit of specific structure in a ritual
context” (Turner 1967:19). Paul Ricoeur defines symbol “as any structure of significance
in which a direct, primary, literal meaning designates, in addidon, another meaning which
is indirect, secondary and figurative and which can be apprehended only through the first”
(1974:12). Rollo May determines human beings to be uniquely “symbol-using
organisms”, a fact which distnguishes them from the rest of nature (May 1960:20).

Clifford Geertz insists that “culture” is “an historically transmitted pattern of
meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic
forms by means of which men (sic) communicate, perpetuate and develop their
knowledge about and attiades towards life” (quoted in Dillistone 1986:114). In Geertz’s
view, the interpretation of cultures “is basically an interpretation of symbols” (Dillistone
1986:115). It can be said that sacred or religious symbols serve to construct as well as
exhibit a society’s ethos — “the tone, character and quality of their life, its moral and
aesthetic style and mood — and their world-view — the picture they have of the way things
in sheer actuality are, their most comprehensive ideas of order” (Dillistone 1986:115,
quoting Geertz).

According to theologian Paul Tillich (1960:75), the following ate the main
characteristics of a symbol: (1) A symbol is figurative: “This implies that the inner attitude
which is oriented to the symbol does not have the symbol itself in view but rather that
which is symbolized in it.”” (2) It is perceptible, which implies “that something which is
intrinsically invisible, ideal, or transcendent is made perceptible in the symbol and is in
this way given objectivity” (:75). (3) A symbol has “innate power” — it has “a power
tnherent within it that distinguishes it from the mere sign which is impotent in itself”
(:76). (4) It is acceptable as such. This means that “the symbol is socially rooted and
socially supported. Hence it is not correct to say that a thing is first a symbol and then
gains acceptance; the process of becoming a symbol and acceptance of it as a symbol
belong together” (:76).

Tillich {1960:77) claims that religious symbols hold all these characteristics, but
that they are distinguished from other symbols by being representations “of that which is
unconditionally beyond the conceptual sphere, they point to the ultimate reality implied in
the religious act, to what concerns us ultimately” (see also Dillistone 1986:20). Karl
Rahner (quoted in Dillistone 1986:135) indeed claims that the entire theological enterprise
“is incomprehensible if it is not essentially a theology of symbols”. For Rahner, the
symbol is not to be seen separate from that which it symbolizes; rather, the thing
symbolised becomes “present” in and “united with” the symbol (Dillistone 1986:135). A
religious symbol is a representation of the sacred in the context of the secular world. The
symbol thereby “participates in the sacredness” and may itself become regarded as sacred
(Dillistone 1986:143; see also Eliade 1979:445).

Therefore, religious symbols stand for the transcendent. They bring together and
hold together “some familiar aspect of human experience with that which is beyond

410

49 Adam and Adam (2000:45) for example claim that the practice of nituals creates social identity.

0 Mulago (1969:137) highlights the place of symbol in vital participation. Symbol is used to enter into
contact with other living beings and strengthen union (:150). Indeed, “Symbolism ...makes this
communion-in-pasticipation perceptible and tangible” (:158).
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experience of expression”. Symbol unites the human quest with the greater, “even the
ultimate, reality” (Dillistone 1986:20, referring to Tillich’s theoty)."! Ultimate reality
which a symbol testifies to cannot be regarded in a detached, disinterested manner. Using
the Christian symbol of the cross as an example, May (1960:16) argues that such a symbol
“presents a picture in which some decision, some orientaton toward movement, some
action is called for”. If you are genuinely confronted with a symbol of such calibre, you
are obligated to “take some stand with regard to it” (May 1960:17). Symbols therefore
evoke an existential reaction in those who allow themselves to be drawn in by them.**

“Symbols wnnect,” declares Dillistone (1986:226). They have 4 spiritual dimension
by connecting people with the transcendent, a social dimension by connecting people
with each other, and a psychological dimension by connecting people with themselves
(Dillistone 1986:231). In other words, 2 symbol is “a bridging act” — bridging the gap
“between outer existence (the world) and inner meaning” (May 1960:22). It draws out
“inner reality” and thus enables human beings “to experience greater reality in the outside
world as well” (May 1960:45). Symbol is the manifestation of “the confrontation and
communication of an inner with an outer reality” (Kahler 1960:53). Just as rituals do (see
Cox’s examination of ritual, above), symbols “point to the past, present and future”, the
immanent and the transcendent (Turner 1962:172). Sundermeier (1998:51) alleges that
also and particularly in African societies,

symbols link the past to the present; they link people to their environment, of

which they are a part, and transform them. Symbols are mirrors of real life,

mitrors of people in society and the cosmos. The symbol, which points beyond
itself, involving many layers of meaning which cannot be grasped rauonally, is the
point of contact with ‘transcendence’, the channel for the powers of the other
world, which in Africa is so close and so immanent.*”

Types of religious symbols include “objective religious symbols™ and “self-
transcending religious symbols™ (Tillich 1960:89). The first level of objective teligious
symbolism includes “the world of divine beings” (:89), while the second level has to do
with “characterizations of the nature and actions of God” (:91). The third group
encompasses “natural and historical objects that are drawn as holy objects into the sphere
of religious objects and thus become religious symbols” (:92). These third level objective
symbols can be characterised as “pointing symbols” since they belong to a category of
signs and actons that “contain a reference to religious objects of the first level” (:93).
Pointing symbols “are transitional in character” (:94). Significantly, Tillich identifies a
conceptual connection between symbols and sacraments (1978:130ff). A sacramental
symbol “can be a medium of the Spirit” because “it participates in the power of what it
symbolizes” (1978:130).*

In Aftica, symbols are created “around people”. “This is an element cleatly
distinguishing them from Indian and Chinese religions with their symbols based on
cosmology” (Sundermeier 1998:7). Symbolism is “an instrument of social
communication” (Sperber 1975:xi). Just like rituals, symbols stir people up, they
“instigate social action” (Turner 1967:36). Furthermore, they refer both to “the basic
needs of social existence” and to “shared values on which communal life depends”

411 Symbol “brngs together the vadious unconscious urges and desites, or both a personal depth on one
hand and an acchaic, archetypal depth on the other; and it unites these with conscious elements in the ...
day to day struggles with ... ptoblems” (May 1960:15). Furthermote, “symbols and myths are an expression
of man’s (sic) unique self-consciousness, his capacity to transcend the immediate concrete situation and see
his life in term of ‘the possible,’ and that this capacity is one aspect of his expeniencing himself as a being
having a world” (May 1960:33}.

412 Symbols are “engaged existentially” (Dillistone 1986:143).

12 See also Manyeli (1992), who discusses in particular the religious symbols of the Basotho.

414 Mulago {1969:158) asserts that “sacramentalism” is the “culmination” of symbolism, and “extends and
perpetuates the Holy Humanity of the Word”.
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(Turner 1967:37). They are associated with powerful conscious or unconscious emotions
and wishes of the group, as well as individuals in it (Turner 1967:32). For this reason
symbols and symbolic action found in ritual processes can have a strong psychological
impact on people and societies.

In most African contexts, “symbol formation can be cleatly shown in four areas:
village architecture, sactifice, body symbolism*”, and medicine"*’ (Sundermeier 1998:42).
These categories can be expanded to include symbolism surrounding space, colour and
certain bodily secretions*” (:45). According to Dillistone, further examples of very
widespread symbolic forms entail food (1986:33, 34), the land, earth or soil (:45), clothing
(:49), light and darkness (:57), fire, water (:63) and blood (:67). Other important symbols
that shall be elaborated in more detail in subsequent sections include heat and cold,
washing, saliva and spitting, clasping hands, ash, bile, etc.

Symbols point to facts that are relatively unknown or unobvious, but are
nevertheless “postulated as existing” (Tumner 1967:26)*"%. The structure and
characteristics of ntual symbols may be deduced from three categories of data: “(1)
external form and observable characteristics; (2) interpretations offered by specialists and
by laymen; (3) significant contexts largely worked out by the anthropologist” (Turner
1967:20). It can be said that, firstly, symbols have exegetical meaning, as interpreted by
indigenous informers, where the focus is on what is széd about the titual symbols.
Secondly, symbols have operational meaning. Here the focus is on what is done with them
and is an attempt at equating the symbol’s meaning with its use. Symbols also have
positional meaning. Here one examines how they relate to otber symbols belonging in the
same complex or gesialt. The assumption therefore is that symbols frequently occur in
clusters and configurations (Turner 1962:125). Each symbol “in such a configuration
brings into it 2 penumbra of associations detived from its use in other kinds of ritual, and
even, in some cases, in pragmatic activities” (:173). Each station in the ritual process can
be deemed “an anchoting element in a complex, each of whose items has to be
interpreted and related to the whole”. On each level of the occurrence “semantic
complexities ... combine into a simple sacramental process™ (:173).

Each titual has its senior or “dominant” symbol, which not only plays a crucial
role in the achievement of the purpose of the ritual, but is in fact regarded as an end in
itself (Turner 1967:20). Dominant symbols have three basic properties. First is the
property of “condensation”, which reveals the fact that “many things and actions are
represented in a single formation”. Second, the dominant symbo) represents “a
unification of disparate significata” (Turner 1967:28). This means, in other words, that
symbols are “multivocal or polysemous, e.g. they stand for many things at once” (Turner
1962:125). The diverse “significata” a symbol refers to are held together by inter-linking
themes and associations. The third property of 2 dominant symbol is that it has “two
clearly distinguishable poles of meaning”, viz. the “ideological pole” and the “sensory
pole” (Tutner 1967:28). The ideological pole of the symbol refers to “components of the
moral and social orders”, i.e. it deals with arranging social norms and values. The sensory
pole represents the natural and observable elements of the symbol, Le. it arouses desires
and feelings (1967:28). Since both poles are found in the symbol, it “brings ethical and
jural norms of society into close contact with strong emotional stimuli” (1967:30). Both
poles of a symbol can be ambiguous. For example, on an ideclogical level, the symbol of
wine can both imply celebration and joyfulness as well as loss of control and excess,

415 See also Dillistone (1986:33) who argues that “the body is a superb symbol, of wholeness, of variety-in-
unity, of proportion”.

416 Medicines as symbolic factors represent “the field in which analogies are cumulatively condensed into
effective symbols” (Sundermeier 1998:46).

417 See also Douglas (1992a), and the section on The body and the senses, above,

418 This distinguishes symbols from signs. According to Jung, a sign is “an analogous or abbreviated
expression of a known thing” (Tumer 1967:26).

152



possibly even leading to danger. On the sensory side, the symbol of light can bring about
positive associations such as brightness and warmth as well as negative connotations such
as exposure and hazard (e.g. in the form of lightning).

Symbolic action bears a plethora of meanings on different levels. Turner
(1967:40-41) argues that sometimes, because of their complexity, ritual symbols’ meanings
may conflict with each other or even contradict each other. He speaks of the
“discrepancy between significata as a quintessential property of the great symbolic
dominants in all religions” (:43).""” A symbol may in one context mean one thing, and in
another context another thing, which might entirely disclaim the meaning it had in the
first context. Sometimes the conflict is even more obvious when the different clashing
meanings attached to the symbol are perceived within the context of the very same ritual.
For example, blood can mean both life, vigour and energy, but it can at the same time
imply death, destructon and pain. It can be associated with cleansing as well as with
pollution. Similarly, water can suggest both purification (when seen as a ritual cleansing
or cooling agent) and danger (when associated with drowning).

All the contradictions of human social life, between norms, and drives, between

different drives and between different norms, between society and the individual,

and between groups, are condensed and unified in a single representation, the
dominant symbols. It is the task of analysis to break down this amalgam into its

ptrimary constituents. (Turner 1967:44)

There is an intricate intertwining of the explicit and the submerged, the observable and
concealed patterns of meaning of a symbolic ritnal (Turner 1967:46). According to
Tillich, a symbol functions to make accessible to human perception that which could not
be grasped otherwise (Dillistone 1986:124). For Turner, it is of great importance to try
not to separate the different levels of meaning from each other, but to allow the symbol
to exist and communicate in its entirety — with its contradictions and complexities.
Indeed, the whole context in which the symbol functions ought to be seen as an
interacting whole, and the symbol ought not to be severed from its system of thought and
life praxis (Turner 1967:43). Similarly, the concrete, tangible or material aspect of a
symbol ought not to be separated from the spiritual or intangible. Kahler (1960:70)
explains,

The symbol is something concrete and specific that is intended to convey

something spiritual or general, either as an indicating sign, i.e., an act of pointing,

or as an actual representation in which the dynamic division of the sign is
abolished: that which points, that which it points to, and the act of pointing, have
become one and the same. The Greek word symballein, from which ‘symbol’
derives, means: ‘to bring together,’ or, ‘to come together.” The symbolic sigr brings
together, the symbolic representation is 2 coming together, to the point of complete
fusion, of the concrete and the spiritual, the specific and the general.

Ricoeur (1974:12) argues that interpretation of symbols consists in “deciphering
the hidden meaning in the apparent meaning, in unfolding the levels of meaning implied
in the literal meaning”.** This position is debatable. Scholars like Dan Sperber insist that
symbols are not to be — and indeed cannot be — “decoded” (1975:12f). Instead,
interpretation is a matter of “improvisation that rests on an implicit knowledge and obeys
unconscious rules” (:xi). The assumption underlying this theory is that there are limits of
exegesis (:17), and that symbols remain shrouded in obscurity despite attempts to
understand them (:23).”! Spetber is in fact very sceptical of the supposed ability of some
to “interpret” symbols objectively. He insists that “symbolic knowledge” is to be

419 The symbol is multivalent, “expressing variant, even seemingly contradictory aspects of the sacred”
(Dillistone 1986:143; see also Eliade 1979:445).

420 “Symbol and interpretation thus become correlative concepts.”

42t This is the so-called “cryptological view”.
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distinguished from “encyclopaedic knowledge” (:91), and that the latter cannot grasp the
former in a comprehensive or satisfactory way. The most fascinating cultural knowledge
is inferred or implicit knowledge — knowledge that is not obviously revealed. This hidden
or “unconscious knowledge” cannot be acquired “by rote”; each individual must
reconstruct it (:x). The basic data for this knowledge are intuitions, i.e. “judgments that
the members of a cultural group systematically express without elaborating on the
underlying argument” (:xi). The consequence is that even symbols must be “symbolically
interpreted” (:47).”

It can be argued that “nitual is enacted analogy” (Sundermeier 1998:37). The
argument hete rests on the assumption that underlying Africans’ consciousness and self-
idenuty is the principle of relationships and analogous participation (:49). For African
peoples, “Analogical unity is the formal principle of coping with the world. Analogies are
condensed into a unity in the [ntual] symbol, making reality transparent enough to
handle” (:38). Symbols help articulate reality; reality becomes accessible through symbol.
“Just as symbols live from the unity of the visible and the invisible, so they embrace the
realms of dreams and poetry” (:40).

With relation to symbols, Sundermeier uses the concepts of “functional analogy”
and “homeological analogy”.” The functional analogy theory states that things which
have the same function are related to each other, e.g. different parts of a slaughtered
animal symbolise different social functionaries. Homeological analogy presumes that
things which are similar in forin and colour have an analogous power relationship to each
other, e.g. red earth or molten iron can be related to menstruation; a phallus shaped
container refers to the phallus (Sundermeier 1998:33). Furthermore, Sundermeier
mentions a number of aspects of African ritual and symbolic behaviour and thinking, for
instance the phenomenon of “taking a part for the whole”, e.g. where hair from a person
symbolises the whole person (:34). The rule of “condensation” points to situadons where
one and the same element is used for different, even contradictory, analogies, e.g. red
blood can signify either good (e.g. in the case of blood shed at birth) or evil {(e.g. in the
case of blood shed during murder) (see also Turner, above). The principle of
“displacement” refers to instances where non-essentials are moved to the centre and the
endeavour comes across like a hoax (:35). With “inverse analogy” opposites are held in
tension, e.g. where beauty is depicted through ugly, evil-smelling plants. “Dramatsation”
means rituals involve movement (:37). Through the use of ritual symbols, goals are
reached pertpatetcally. Sundermeier (1998:49) explains,

Analogous thinking means approaching from different angles. Since what is in

front of you is not simply an object, but you already participate in it, you have to

approach it from various angles. Like an animal stalking its prey you slowly circle
around the goal, drawing nearer all the time. Access becomes easier through
movement.
The combined elements of ritual action and theoty mentioned above illuminate that
“there is method in apparent absurdities” (Sundermeier 1998:36).

As a final observation, symbols tend to undergo “evolutionary process” (Kahler
1960:53). If a symbol is not to lose its vigour and potency it must be constantly re-
adapted and re-interpreted within new contexts. In fact, certain situations may not only
require the revision of old symbols but also the invention or creation of new symbols (as
well as rituals) in ordet to appropriately and relevantly address certain issues that may arise
in new contexts.

422 Sperber distinguishes sharply between “rational” and “symbolic” “modes in cognitive processing” (Boyer
1993:26).

423 Peshaps there is 2 correlation between Sundermeier’s theoties of analogy in ritual symbolism and
Duskheim’s two principles governing “sympathetic magic”. According to Duskheim, magical practices ate
ruled by two main conventions, viz. (1) “Whatever touches an object also touches everything that has any
relationship of proximity or solidarity with that object,” and (2) *“Like produces like.” (IDurkheim 1995:360)
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In this section I have attempted to illustrate a number of ritual scholars’ views and
theories concerning the topic at hand. I have highlighted several of the aspects of ritval
and symbol that I suspect are useful for a creative and in-depth analysis of ritual practice.
The ritual I have chosen to analyse in depth, using a number of the insights and methods
outlined above, is the Cleansing tbe chest of grudges situal. Tt is to this situal of reconciliation
that I now tum.

2.4.3 Special case study: Cleansing the chest of grudges ritual

In the previous section I have demonstrated a number of scholars’ insights and theories
concerning ritual. Now I turn my attention to one of the reconciliation rituals described
in section 2.4.1, the ritwal of Cleansing the chest of grudges (Ukukhumelana Umilotha/ Tlbapiso ya
Dikgaba), which I want to examine in detail. In this section I therefore investigate and
Hluminate this ritual n light of some of the methodological theories and insights outlined
in section 2.4.2, in order to highlight in what way it is and can be utilised as a nitual for the
promotion of social reconciliation. For a description of the ritual, please refer to section
2.4.1 or to the paper by Kgalushi Koka entitled “Conflict Management and Settlement of
Disputes: an Afrocentric Perspective”, presented at the Southern African Inter-Faith
Peace Conference in Johannesburg in 2003.

Koka’s paper (referred to as Koka 2003) setves as one of the primary sources
upon which my deliberatons are based. Another primary source from which I glean
insight for interpretation is an interview held with Koka at the Karaites Institute of Afrikology
in Johannesburg, on 7 July 2004 (referred to as Koka 07.07.2004). Since Koka is both a
ritual participant as well as a scholarly observer, his insights into the ritual are muld-
faceted. 1 contend that Koka’s interpretation of the ritual at hand is a matter of
“improvisation that rests on an implicit knowledge and obeys unconscious rules” (Sperber
1975:xi). He utilises “symbolic knowledge”*** when rendering his analysis of the ritual
(Sperber 1975:91), 1.e. the nitual is “symbolically interpreted” (:47). His tools for
interpretation rely on inferred or implicit knowledge — “unconscious knowledge” — which
cannot be acquired “by rote”. Such “unconscious knowledge” is reconstructed again and
again in new contexts (Sperber 1975:x). It appears to me that as a partcipant-observer,
Koka'’s basic data for explaining the ritual and its symbols are intuitions, i.e. “judgments
that the members of a cultural group systematically express without elaborating on the
underlying argument” (Sperber 1975:xi). This is what makes his contribution so valuable
and interesting.

Historical roots of the ritual
When asked what the histotical roots of this ritual are, where it comes ftom and which
ethnic group practises it, Koka (07.07.2004) answers that it is “basically African”, He
rematks, however, that the Zulu people are known to perform the ritual most overtly.
For instance, it was recently used to settle a dispute between King Zwelithini and Chief
Mangosuthu Buthelezi.
Now these two quarrelled. And when they quatrelled they were either going to
divide the Zulu tribe into two, because then there would have been a war between
them. But then they resorted to an ancieat settlement of disputes titual. And this
otual is the “licking of the ash”. ... And that ended the dispute between Chief
Mangosuthu and King Zwelithini. (Koka 07.07.2004)
The ritual is considered to be “really really very ancient”. It is used on the high level of
diplomacy between chiefs (as the example Koka mentions testifies), in which case it is
considered “a very very special occasion”. Yet it is also employed on a lower level, when
there are “quartels amongst the families™; i¢ is considered to be able to sette disputes

4% According to Sperber, “symbolic knowledge™ is to be distinguished from “encyclopaedic knowledge”.
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between families. Similarly, it can be a powerful means to reconciliation “amongst the
youths who could be fightng each other”, e.g. in gang rows. “We can bring them together
and settle their quarrel through that,” insists Koka. So, it seems the ritual is versatile and
far-reaching in terms of its realm of application. It is not limited to particular contexts,
and is not restricted by categories of age, senionity or rank. It is similarly not only
practiced by men, but also by women. It is “not exclusive to men™*. (Koka 07.07.2004)

In the interview, I ventured to ask whether the ritual of Tlhapiso ya Dikgaba is an
African nitual in a narrow sense, i.e. whether it is and can only be used by Africans, or
whether this titual can possibly be appropriated by people of other cultures and religions.
Koka answered that he believes it can be used by all who want to use it. His reason,
“Because African religion is the mother of all religions. Even Christianity originated from
African rehglon . There is no contradiction between African religion and
Christianity. The problem comes when people have exclusive practices.” He went on
to explain that African ritual practice is not inherently exclusive but inclusive.

When asked how frequendy the ritual is still practised, Koka claims it is not done
very often any mote “in the modem times. But it would be very ideal if it could be
applied even now.” Indeed, Koka laments the fact that people with traditional roots and
an indigenous heritage are trying to sever themselves from those traditons. He
encourages 2 move towards reconnecting to those traditonal roots “just by applying it”,
i.e. by simply practising, “applying”, the rituals of old. (Koka 07.07.2004)

Analysis of the ritual

Rituals “set collectivity in motion; groups come together to celebrate them” (Durkheim
1995:352). This is fundamentally the case with Cleansing the chest of grudges. It is a ritual
revolving around people, communities, and is certainly not a pnvate affair. Employing
Durkheim’s categories of fitual, this ritual would probably be regarded as a form of
“negative cult”, since it includes practices surrounding contagion or pollution, and the
bringing together and mixing of opposites (1995:329). However, this ritual also displays
elements of Durkheim’s “positive cult”, more specifically sacnfice (:330ff), and
representative or commemorative tites (:374). Sacrifice occurs in this ritual, albeit in a
covert fashion. Representative or commemorative rites are ceremonies whose purpose it
1s “to join the present to the past and the individual to the collectivity” (:382). Arguably,
Cleansing the chest of grudges fulfils these funcuons, and can therefore also be seen as a
commemotative or representative rite.

Grimes’ “modes of ritual sensibility” include “ritualization, decorum, ceremony,
liturgy, magic, and celebraton” (1982:35). I argue the ritual at hand is an expression of
three of these modes. First, it is “ceremony” because it is “intentional” and displays
tendencies of “political fanfare”, as well as the solemnity of “inaugurations or
convocations”. Its ceremonial nature further can be seen in its resemblance to
“courtroom sessions” (:41). Second, Cleansing the chest of grudges is a form of “liturgy”,
because it reveals “an ultimate frame of reference”. Doing the ritual “is felt to be of
cosmic necessity”. Furthermore, in this ritual there is “a structured waiting upon an influx
of whole-making (holy) power” which makes it inherently a “spiritual exercise” (:43).
Thirdly, especially the final stage of our ritual is “celebration”, because there is certainly a
“ludic element” in the process of eating and feasting together (:47).

In many cultures, fighting or quarrelling is considered “as being destructive of the
proper ritual condition of the village” (Douglas 1992a:152). A social dispute is deemed

42 “Although, there is no intermixing between women and men. That is our culture. But it does not mean
that women are playing a lesser role. Because, after all, these two come from the same family.”
426 See also Kaufman’s theory of the “essential oneness” of all religions (1992:5), discussed in section 1.4.3.
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dangerous because it threatens the delicate social harmony of the group.®”’ Such a
“dangerous situation ... has to be handled with washings” (Douglas 1992a:157). The
ritual at hand is an example of such a ritual which involves washing or cleansing, i.c. the
banishment of a force of destruction which in this case is social enmity. To use the terms
of the Comaroffs (1991:158), this is a beneficent ritual (bongaka in SeTswana), which
might be counted both as “healing or constituting” (g0 a/afa} as well as “strengthening,
affirming, reproducing” (go #haya). According to Gluckmann’s classes of ritual, Cleansing
the chest of grudges probably counts as a titual of transition {e.g. similar to initiation) as well
as of incorporation (e.g. like a wedding) (1962:2-3). In rites of transition participants
undergo social and relational change duting the course of the proceedings.

Arguably, it is a ritual “which expresses or alters social relationships by reference
to mystical notions” (Gluckmann 1962:23). Because roles in society are seen as a web of
complex moral inter-relatedness (:29), a delicate balance of these roles must constantly be
maintained, and harmful disturbances — such as a quarrel or fight ~ must be kept at bay
(:30). Rituals such as this one are employed to even out the social equilibrium when it has
been altered or breached (:38). For this teason, this ceremony can be understood as a
ritualised form of conflict resolution (:39). It is, like similar rituals of its kind, a
“mechanism for reducing, excluding, or resolving social conflicts in society” (Danfulani
2000:99).

To use the term of Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966:104ff), one could
argue that this ritual is employed for “universe maintenance”. It can be seen as a fitual
which “establishes and maintains™ the delicate social and politcal network of the
community (Gluckmann 1962:17). In other words, it is a ntual designed to create
harmony where there has been rupture, to balance the status quo where it has become
unbalanced because of nvalry. The social universe of the participants in the nitual has
come under attack; the evil of enmity and resentment has crept into the system and has
caused social disarray. For this reason, it is necessary to do something to maintain
stability and restore harmony.

On the other hand, ritual is also “a counterhegemonic force” (Thomas 1999:122).
Thete ate aspects of ritual behaviour that seek to promote social change rather than
stability. Besides bringing coherence and stability to a society, rituals are “also needed for
social experience in time, for change, for interaction”*® (Dillistone 1986:219). Arguably,
as much as Cleansing the chest of grudges seeks, ultimately, 1o uphold social order and
concord, it is also a ritual seeking to bring about change — indeed the transformation of a
situation of enmity and the persons involved in it.

When analysing this ritual, certain interesting observations can be made. Using
Victor Turner’s theory, it becomes apparent that all three stages of the ritual process
occur duting the ntual (1969:94). The first, the stage of separation, is achieved by a
number of incidents. Firstly, the ritual takes place outside the household, in the place
where the ash and other household tefuse are thrown. It is not held in normal living
space, but is literally and symbolically “outside”, and therefore separate from where the
ordinary affairs of the household are conducted. Itis in fact 2 space set apart — indeed
“holy”, to stretch the meaning of that term. Secondly, there are elders, 1.e. special
authoritative persons who here act as nitual experts, who prepare the setting. The ritual is
an occurrence that is separate from normal affairs because it requires special preparation
by special office-bearers. The presence and role of the elders contribute to the separation
phase. Thirdly, the distinctive actions of the ritual experts contribute to the stage of

421 “Rituals are mainly observed when life is most seriously threatened, that is, in times of ¢dsis. ... [They]
lead individuals through the mnnel of threat into life beyond, giving them a new starus in tune with the
community. In this way, ritual becomes a healer for individuals and a regulator of public life. Rituai brings
about change” (Sundermeier 1998:92). See alse Comaroffs (1991:160).

428 Such rituals and symbols have the ability to “stir to action” or “bind together” a social group (Dillistone
1986:219).
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separabon. The ritual space is “sanctified” by the presiding elders who wear headbands.
The elders perform the skilled “work™ of ritual experts by means of “the controlled and
stylized manipulation of words, gestures, and substances” (Comaroffs 1991:156).
Through their dress and behaviour (i.e. saying prayers to the Supreme God through the
ancestors and sprinkling the area with “holy” water) they contribute to creating a space of
separation.

The second phase of a ritual, according to Tumner, is the liminal phase. This is the
stage where transformation occurs, and where the participants of the ritual are no longer
what they were before the ritual began, nor are they yet what they will be after it has
ended. Participants are “entities in transition” (Turner 1969:103)*”. Transition or
transformation “implies deliberate intervention to effect change”, argues Lederach
(1997:82-83). It is “operative across four interdependent dimensions,” i.e. personal,
relational, structural and cultural. What this means is that a ritual which seeks to bring
about transition does so not only on a personal level (i.e. not only the individual
participants are transformed), but on a more holistic scale. Indeed, relationships,
structures, even cultures are transformed. In terms of the ritual at hand, during the
liminal period, the participants are no longer simply enemies, whom Koka terms
“quarrelling parties”, nor are they yet at peace or reconciled. They are in the phase of
liminality, “in between” and in transition. To use another of Turner’s expressions, they
are in the process of status change — in this case, from being enemies to being friends.
Indeed, rituals have to do “primarily with one’s status in the world” (Gorman 1994:24).
Turner (1969:95) asserts that ritual partcipants, “as liminal beings”, “have no status,
property, insignia”, in short, there is “nothing that may distinguish them” from one
another. Furthermore, the liminal phase “represents partly a destruction of the previous
status” and a preparaton for participants “to cope with their new responsibilities” (Tumer
1969:103).

The liminal phase is a phase of struggle. For Mary Douglas, who would call the
liminal stage a phase of “marginality”, liminality is also intimately linked to (potentially
perilous) power. “To have been in the margins is to have been in contact with danger, to
have been at the source of power” (Douglas 1992a:97). The participants who are in a
state of lininality are in a precarious but powerful situation. They have the power to re-
shape the destiny of their groups, more specifically in this case, to transform the current
situation of enmity to concord. Human action in nitual can “unleash spiritual powers”
which are potent forces for social change (Douglas 1992a:98). But, if this power exerts
itself negatively, it may have dangerous consequences for the whole group. Indeed, a
failed reconciliadon ritual may intensify and deepen the rifts already present between

eople.
Peor Transformation that occurs in the liminal phase implies a renegotiation of what
reality is supposed to be and will be like once the correct ritual procedure has come to
fruition. For the contenders in this ritual, the struggle is portrayed by their verbal
intercourse. They are required to state their cases respectively. They are placed under
pressute to be honest, lest the ancestors punish them. Dishonesty is further considered a
social disgrace, and a hindrance to authentic community. As it were, the opponents are
given an opportunity to tell their stories, and in so doing, to confess their resentments and
theit wrongs. Douglas (1992a:136-137) insists,

There are two distinct ways of cancelling pollution: one is the ritual which makes

no enquiry into the cause of the pollution, and does not seek to place

responsibility; the other is the confessional rite.
Arguably, Cleansing the chest is a form of confessional rite, where the word*®, or speech, is
of central significance. ,

1% “Liminars” is what Turner terms “persons undergoing ritualized transitions™ (1969:143).
49 ] remind the reader of the importance of the (spoken) word in African settings. According to Jahn, the
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As already elaborated in sections 1.1 and 1.2, confession in the context of story-
telling and remembrance is crucial for a reconciliation process. Villa-Vicencio underlines
the necessity of memory and narrative for reconciliation. In fact, he claims that “telling
one another stories” is the first step towards a “theology of reconciliation” (1995:107ff).
Storytelling enables us to understand each other well enough to co-exist, and build a
common nation “in diversity and difference” (:105). Truth in storytelling lies at the root
of genuine reconciliation (Villa-Vicencio 1995:113; see also Boraine 2000:78-79). Ndebele
(2000:152) similarly contends that dialogue between adversaries is necessary for a
teconciliation process; reconciliation is “a human project grounded in social process”.
Confession is moreover an important aspect of healing of memories.

Lederach emphasises the importance of remembering the past and telling stories,
as well as entering into the stories of others. Reconciliation cannot happen if the affected
people do not find “innovative ways to create a time and a place, within various levels of
the affected population, to address, integrate, and embrace the painful past and the
necessary shared future as a means of dealing with the present” (Lederach 1997:35).
Reconciliation is the meeting point of the four axes of truth and mercy, peace and justice
(:28). Therefore, suggests Lederach, reconciliation “involves the creation of the social
space where both truth and forgiveness are validated and joined together, rather than
being forced into an encounter in which one must win out over the other” (:29).

Throughout the Cleansing the chest ritual, the element of publicity is of fundamental
importance. Public ritual practices make “reality transparent enough to handle”
(Sundermeier 1998:38). By publicly appearing before the gathered community and the
elders, the feuding persons expose — not only to themselves, but also to the whole
community — the reality of enmity or hosdlity between them and those they represent.
The feud between them is made transparent and obvious to the community, as is their
intended reconciliation. What might have been an impalpable and somewhat obscure
force in the community becomes overt and definable — therefore manageable — through
ritual. The sritual in fact functions to “make the invisible visible” (Sundermeier 1998:55); it
“eransforms the inchoate into the expressive” (Cox 1970:73). Reality becomes accessible
through ritual and symbol (Sundermeier 1998:38). The unspoken-of (yet powerful) state
of enmity is revealed, and therefore loses some of its mystical stronghold over the people.
Therefore the ritual and symbolic interaction of the feuding parties in public helps
articulate reality for those who participate in and observe the titual.

Public confesston demands a large amount of effort, and represents emotional and
psychological exertion. Through this, transformation occurs. After the telling of their
stories and confession, the parties are asked to shake hands and utter forgiveness for each
other’s wrongs. Just as public confession is a potent force in social reconciliation, public
forgiveness is, too. In fact, as will be argued in section 3.3, confession (as an aspect of
repentance or transformation) and forgiveness are two sides of the same coin. If people
confess their wrongs to each other, but then neither gain nor offer forgiveness, this can
almost be seen as thwarting the good intentons underlying the confessional rite. If the
element of public forgiveness is lacking this may upset the whole procedure, and indeed
may cause the entire venture for reconciliation to topple. One notices how indeed the
ritual is both potentially powerful and dangerous, as Douglas has argued.

The act of forgiveness may already be seen as the third phase of the titual process,
the “reaggregation or teincorporation” phase (Turner 1969:94). Koka remarks, “The
shaking of hands signifies that the conflicting parties are now fused into ‘ONENESS’ -
which 1s the symbol of return ... from ‘Separateness’ to ‘Communal’ state of life (sic)”

“power of the word ... is life force itself” (1961:126); Nommo 3s “a procreative force” (1961:151). There is
no harmless or noncommital word; every word has consequences. The word binds, and a person is
responsible for his/her word. (Jahn 1961:133) Humans have dominion over things through words (Jahn
1961:135).
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(2003). In other words, the liminal phase of transformation, which included the struggle
of story-telling and confession, is concluded with the stage where the ritual participants
adopt a new status (i.e. of friends, no longer as enemies). They are subsequently
readmitted into normal society after their feud (Fortes 1962:55).

The liminal and the reaggregation phases are sometimes inter-woven, and not
altogether clearly distinguishable in actual ritual proceedings. In my opinion, liminality is
still at work in the next step of the ritual, where water is brought in a calabash and ash is
added to it “to kill’ the evil spirit and curse” (Koka 2003). When ash is taken and licked
this seems still to be a liminal act, i.e. an act done for the sake of transformation of the
people involved. Just like the verbal confession part, this is also behaviour which
represents struggle. It represents doing something in humility and respect of the other. It
probably takes courage and willpower to perform this ftual gesture.

The body, and how it is used, is an indicator of society’s values and norms.
Douglas (1982:70) argues that the human body “is always treated as an image of society”
and that “there can be no natural way of considering the body that does not involve at the
same time a social dimension”. Therefore the humble and even humiliating action of
licking ash from the hand of another has social meaning. It signifies the willingness and
ability of both parties to show vulnerability and to be humbled before the other. This
humility and remorse is a necessary social condition for reconciliation and acceptance of
each other. In order to achieve reconciliation, participants show through their bodily
actions that they are prepared to surrender their pride and honour in order to restore
good relations. It is interesting that some scholars and theologians argue that personal
sacriftce is important for a reconciliation process. Such sacrifice could (and often does)
involve “the willingness to relinquish an established status or position and to genuinely
adopt a lesser position” in order to enable a new relationship (Washington and Kehrein
1993:197). The element of sacrifice in this ritual may be just that, and is presented as
displaying humility in word and deed. Sacrifice here means giving up one’s sense of pride
and letting go of all smugness, accepting the role of the fool.

Furthermore, licking another person’s hand is an act which is not “normal”, but
still belongs in the space and time which is separate from every-day existence and
interactdon. Douglas would call licking another’s hand “ant-social” behaviour. Such
behaviour “is the proper expression” of the “marginal condition” of the participants; it
belongs to the state of marginality (Douglas 19922:97). As it were, through this ntual
action, one “ventures beyond the confines of society” (1992a:95). Using Tumer’s term,
such behaviour is liminal in nature. The same is true for the participants’ action of
washing their hands in sanctified water “as an act of cleansing themselves” (Koka 2003).
As part of the behaviour that effects the status change, it belongs in the phase of
liminality and transformaton. Without the licking of the ash and the washing of hands,
the change-over from rivals to comrades is not accomplished.

Spitting may be interpreted as “a form of restricted code” (Douglas 1982:55). A
restricted code can only emerge when members of a group know each another so well
that they share a common set of assumptions which do not need to be made explicit
(Douglas 1982:55). To people who are not familiar with the symbolic action of spitting,
it may seemn strange and peculiar. Ritual is indeed a “paralanguage” — expressed not
ptimarily in words but in gestures (Parkin 1992:11). Some ritual gestures may appear odd
under normal circumstances.

“No expetience is too lowly to be taken up in ritual and given a lofty meaning,”
chims Douglas (1992a:114). Small gestures, like the shaking of hands, licking of ash,
spiting and washmg of hands, bear significant meaning. Great meaning is attached
especially to actions which involve body parts, where human beings use their bodies.*

41 Douglas (1992a:121) argues, “body symbolism is part of the common stock of symbols, deeply emotive
because of the individual’s expedence”.
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Douglas insists that the human body is a “symbol of society”, that “the body is a2 model”
representing what happens on the larger scale of society (1992a:115)%. Gestures,
movements or actions done by human beings in a ritual state point beyond themselves
(beyond even those human beings involved directly). They reflect the problems, needs
and desires of the society at large. For this reason, what happens to the bodies that are
directy involved in the ritual intricately affects the society which they represent.
Effectively, if two persons are reconciled through the ritual of Cleansing the chest of grudges,
the groups or communities they overtly and covertly stand for are also reconciled. Koka
(07.07.2004) explains,

Now when two people are quarrelling, that quatrel spreads like ripples, like ripples

of water. Therefore people are in a circle. That circle is that everybody 15

touched, is affected, by that particular dispute. Therefore, when you settle it, you

lick ash and you shake hands. Like ripples it spreads over to the whole
community. And therefore the community becomes participants in what is
happening.

Indeed it is then not simply a rinual berween individuals — although individuals are
the main actors in the drama. It is a ritual implying and benefiting all who consider
themselves related to the situation (either by family, clan, ethnic group or circumstance) or
whose identities are somehow interwoven in the event. One of the “rules” governing
magical practice in African thought in some way also underlines thus assertion. A part
represents the whole; what is done to a part of something, implies it being done to the
whole (Sundermeier 1998:34)**. Therefore, if a part of the community (i.e. a small unit
comprising of two people, or two families) is quarrelling, the whole community can be
said to be quarrelling. If this small unit is reconciled through the public means of a ritual,
the whole community benefits from this reconciliatory rite,

In all acdons that occur in the liminal phase it is notable that equality among the
liminars reigns supreme. No one participant is treated better or worse than the other. All
are put on an equal footing, and have to perform the same things. No one is given special
preferences, regardless of their social standing in non-nitual tme and space. This is a
characteristic of liminality, because in the liminal phase status roles that apply in normal
time are eradicated (Turner 1969:96, 131; see also my discussion on liminality in section
2.4.2). In liminality, people confront each other as equals, no matter what their status
differences under ordinary circumstances may be. For this reason, even a king or a chief
may not refuse to do such humble acts as kneeling down and licking ash from another’s
hand. In fitual ame, all are treated with the same amount (or lack) of respect and dignity.
There exists what may be called “comununion of equal individuals who submit together to
the general authority of the ntual elders” (Turner 1969:96).

Interestingly, this idea of ritual equality may be a particular boon to the
reconciliation process. Maluleke (1999a:237), for example, argues that people cannot be
reconciled to each other if they are not equal in a legal and social sense. It is necessary for
adversaries to first become equal before they can be expected to reach out to one another
in a spinit of reconciliation. This is so because reconciliation is inextricably linked to
justice, and can only be achieved with the establishment of a just order. In liminal ritual
space, this “just order” is created symbolically, so that the ones who seek to be reconciled
do so on a level playing field. Perhaps the “equality” of ritual participants is one of the
most ingenious characteristics of nitual reconciliation.

432 “Just as it is true that everything symbolises the body, so it is equally true (and all the more so for that
reason) that the body symbolises everything else” (Douglas 1992a:122).

433 Using the example of Buthelezi and Zwelithini, Koka (07.07.2004) elucidates, “When the two leader are
quarrelling it is possible that the people even kill each other on the streets. But when the two do this
ceremony it means that the whole followers (sic) are within that. They become participants by extension by
the two representing them.”

43 See also Sundermeier’s theories conceming analogous behaviour in ritual practice (1998:33£f).
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Because of their equal status in fitual, Turner argues participants experience
“communitas” during the liminal phase (1969:96).** They are, during that limited period,
mutually bound together by the strong bond that is created by their liminality.
Communitas is a sign of anti-structure. The structural standards and social norms that
exist outside of liminal ume do not apply; they are abolished for this stage of the ritual
process. Turner claims, “communitas emerges where social structure is not” (1969:126).
Communitas “has an existential quality: it involves the whole man (sic) in his relation to
other whole men” (Turner 1969:127). Therefore, participants may experience a
heightened sense of togetherness, fraternity and community during this phase. Especially
with regard to rituals that seek to achieve social reconciliation like this one, such an
experience of communitas may be instrumental in bringing about the motions of
reconciliation and peace-making. In a state of liminal communitas, participants may well
be more open to brotherly (and sisterly) compassion, forgiveness and longsuffering.

With the second and final shaking of hands, the liminal phase is brought to a
close. Now the partakers have come to the end of the struggle to become new persons in
relation to each other. The transformation is achieved, the irreversible change to their
status has been made. The relationship which before was based on enmity is now
restored to partnership or friendship, i.e. mutual acceptance of each other. The
establishment of renewed relationships is the heart, as well as the ultimate aim, of the
reconciliation process. As I have affirmed in my definition, reconciliation essentally
means the building of relationship (see section 1.1.2; see also Lederach 1997:23). In that
sense, this ritual fulfils the requirement for reconciliaion. The “cheer and jubilant
ululation of the Elders and the on-lockers” (Koka 2003) is a sign that the stage of
transformation, which has led to the establishment of a new relationship, has successfully
been completed.

The last stage of the ritual process, which was proleptically hinted at at the first
handshake, now takes on its full measure. Reaggregation occurs when the two parties are
accepted back into the community “like the ‘Born-again’ members of the community”
(KKoka 2003). As “new” people, they rejoin the community, and are readmitted into the
normal affairs of the society. Although it is not explicitly stated, such ceremonies are
usually conclided with 2 communal meal, where the aggregation of the ritual participants
is expressed in celebratory terms. Often an animal is slaughtered on such an occasion —
an action symbolising the participation and blessing of the ancestors at the event.*** By
eating together, the participants demonstrate that they have entirely changed their social
status concemning one anothet (i.e. that the transformaton phase has indeed been
successful, that they are now no longer enemies, but friends) and that they are fully
integrated back into normal society. In African terms, eating together is a sign of trust
and of belonging together. People who do not trust each other and do not consider each
other as belonging together, abstain from eating together. Therefore, enjoying a meal
together is a sign of the culmination and consummation of the reconciliation process.

Symbols and symbolic actions

In terms of symbolism, Cleansing the chest is rich and multivalent. At first there is the
symbolism of the place where the ritual is held. According to Grimes (1982:65), tirual
occurs “during crucial times”*”, i.e. in “crisis moments in histories and life cycles”, as well
as “in founded places™**® (1982:66). At the beginning of this ritual one can observe the

4% The type of communitas that occurs during ritual is deemed “spontaneous” or “existential” (Turner
1969:140).

46 See for example Durkheim’s interpretation of ritual sacrifice (1995:340-341).

43 Danfulani similarly observes the existence of “ritual time” (2000:89), which is a special ime designated
for special religious ceremonies and experiences.

438 “Ritual place is 2 matrix of Aral life. It is a generative center, though it may be geographically on the
edges’” (Grimes 1982:66).
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“establishment of perspectival boundaries” (Grimes 1982:66), as a distinction is set up
between non-sanctified and sanctified space, as well as between polluted and unpolluted,
matginal and ordinary space.

Indeed, Sundermeier (1998:42) argues that among other things village architecture
plays a crucia) role in tital enactment, and has powerful symbolic potential. As suggested
above, the place where the ash is deposited is a place symbolising the dirt of the
household, i.e. that which is not desired in normal living space (Koka 07.07.2004). Itisa
place symbolising that which needs to be purged and abolished from society. Just like the
ashes and the refuse of a household must be done away with once it has served its use, the
quarrelling and fighting of the disputing parties must be done away with. It (the quarrel
ot fight) is no longer desired in the household, and the community wishes for it to be
expelled from its living space. Without even having begun the ritual, all who participate
know intuitvely — by the place it is conducted at — that it has to do with the ridding of
something undesirable. The place of the ash does not only symbolise the discarding of
something no longer acceptable; it also symbolises the purification and cleansing of the
community. When refuse and ash are discarded there, the household is cleaned and made
wholesome for ordinaty living. When the quarrel is “discarded” there, relationships and
community are ritually cleansed.

The symbolism connected with the elders is significant. Elders represent those in
the society who have authority and whose judgement about an issue is respected
(Comaroffs 1991:156). They are ritual experts. As ritual experts, the elders are
instrumental through ritual to repair “breaches of the social order”, which implies “an
authoritative reinstatement of that order” (Comaroffs 1991:158). When elders conduct
the proceedings of the ftual it illustrates the importance of the event, and the gravity with
which the society ought to view it. Elders furthermore symbolise the unity and
communal bond between the people. As representaave figures, elders hold together the
group and give it a kind of unified identity. The elders’ presence says that the matter at
hand is one concerning the well-being and unity of the whole group. One could argue
that the presence and performance of elders is a form of legitimation of the whole event.
Legitimation explains the institutional order by “ascribing cognitive validity to its
objectvated meanings”. It justifies why things are done in the way that they are done “by
giving a normatve dignity to its practical imperatives” (Berger & Luckmann 1966:93). 1
suggest that the elders represent this legitmadon of the ntual and provide it with decorum
and potency. One may even go as far as declaring that elders and ritual experts are
possibly what Berger and Luckmann would call “full-time personnel for universe-
maintaining legitimation” (1966:118)*.

As Koka (2003) notes, the wearing of headbands by the elders is symbolically
significant as well. The circular headbands signify wisdom, sovereignty and integrity.
Wisdom is needed to guide the ritual participants toward what is right. Integrity is needed
to make sure that no trickery or deception is used, which would aggravate the ancestors
and cause havoc. Sovereignty is needed for good and strong leadership throughout the
affair. So the guiding and judging, mediating and arbitrating role of the elders is
important as well as their figurative and symbolic presence.*'

49 Here, distinctions berween inside/outside, hidden/revealed, open/closed, and front/back become
important.

0 According to the Comaroffs (1991:156), ritual in African societies is an especially forceful mode of
action; it is skilled “work”. In ritual one can observe “the controlled and stylized manipulation of words,
gestures, and substances — techniques, that is, that concentrated [the ritual performers’) properties and
powers”. The ritual expert is therefore also viewed as the restorer of the integrity of the (personal and
social} disrupted body, as the integrity of the body is based on the proper alignment of the categories of the
cosmos). Through ritual, and with the help of a rital expert, disruption is set tight, harmony is restored.
4! For the importance of mediation in reconciliatory processes, as well as intermediary roles and functions,
see Lederach (1997:68-69).
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Rituals bear “reference to beliefs in mystical beings and powers” (Turner 1967:19).
They frequently involve “inhuman company” (Fardon 1990:34). Prayers to the ancestors
and the Supreme Being have the function of making the participants aware of the broader
significance of the event. The powers at work during the ritual are “more than human
powers, though they are invoked and channelled by the representatives of the
community” (Turner 1969:106). Not only the gathered visible company is concerned with
the problem at hand, but also the invisible company. The living dead, as well as the
keeper and sustainer of all life (God) are present and watching.“? Rituals generally “point
to the past, present and future”, the immanent and the transcendent (Turner 1962:172).
The invocation of God as well as the ancestors is a reminder that the temporal and spatial
context of the ritual is far broader than what living humans can fathom. These non-
human participants and onlookers are important to include in the ritual, for they give the
whole endeavour depth and meaning beyond the limits of the visible community which is
gathered. Their presence sets the ritual in a greater social, even universal, context. It
illustrates to all participants how much is at stake — that indeed the quarrel has had
negative effects rippling outward beyond human evidence.

“Holy” water also has symbolic significance. Tillich (1960:75) insists that one of
the main characteristics of symbols is that they are figurative. “This implies that the inner
attitude which is oriented to the symbol does not have the symbol itself in view but rather
that which is symbolized in it.” Water has potent figurative associations. It has, among
others, the function of cleaning, which reflects its primary ritual effect here (Hammond-
Tooke 1993:182-183)*”. Being sprinkled all over the place where the ritual is to be held,
the water effects the preparation and purification of the area for the ritual act. It also
“cleans” (purges or exorcises) the area of a bad spirit (or spirits), which might hinder or
undermine the effectiveness of the ritual. The holy water further is a symbol indicating
that the place is being prepared and cleansed not only for the living but also for the
ancestors and God, who are special guests and participants at such an event. This act of
preparation is considered respectful and necessary for good relations between the living
and the dead. The sprinkling of water further connotes an act of separation from the
ordinary (as mentioned above), and introduces the separation phase of the ritual.**

Koka highlights the circle as an important symbol in African rituals. It is depicted
in the use of headbands (by the elders) and by sitting in a circle.**® The circle represents

42 As has been shown in preceding sections (1.5.1 and 2.2), the ancestors in African thought are believed to
be as much part of human society as the living. They are participants in the events on earth, and are not to
be understood as strangers to the affairs of the living. To speak of a communal affair means necessanly to
include the ancestors (as well as, for that matter, the unborn), because they are undoubtedly part of the
larger community.

443 Water is one of the dominant purifying substances in many Southern African communities, along with
“chyme, ash and soot (or charcoal)”. Water can be substituted by other liquids (e.g. beer, grual, saliva,
urine) that have the same cooling and cleansing properties (Hammond-Tooke 1993:183). Several African
indigenous rituals indicate that water is of central importance for ritual cleansing. See also section 2.4.1.

444 Koka describes another situation in which holy water was sprinkled in the context of a religious ritual.
“Some time ago we had a service at the Cathedral in Pretoria. Tutu was there. All the other churches were
there. The Hindu, the Moslems, the Christians. They all took part in the reconciliation ceremony there.
Now when it was the turn of the African traditional religion, I did not get up to make a speech. No, I took
impepho — the incense — and gave it to a young boy to walk around with in the hall. So it was burning. And 1
took — what you call — the ox’s tail and sprinkled water. All over the cathedral, everywhere. Now all the
people were there. Tutu and the others. And they were not saying ‘this should not be done here, in a
church’. Afterward they said to me, ‘it was good that you did it’. This 1s the African way, the incense and
the sprinkling of water. It is done for purification. And when it is done, all people are purified, and they are
cleansed. You cannot any longer say, ‘you did wrong’. Through the purification we have all become one.
The past can no longer have power over us. We are moving out of the past as one purified people. ... And
it was like that. We all came out of that service and we were together. We were happy.” (Koka 07.07.2004)
#5 As discussed in section 2.3, African traditional legal courts also usually involve a circular (or semi-
circular) seating structure (see Hammond-Tooke 1993:92; Ellenberger 1992:266; Hunter 1979:415-416;
Magesa 1998:238-239; Krige 1974: 229-230).
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closeness, oneness, and unity. In this case, it means that the elders to whom the case is
brought are of one will and purpose, of one mind and heart. For the sake of unity and
harmony, togetherness and peace, they will do their best to resolve the conflict they are
faced with in form of the two defendants. The circle structure is a symbolic defiance of
both individualism and hierarchy, but implies egalitarianism, fairness and harmony.

Shaking hands is 2 common symbolic action. It is 2 sign of greeting. Originally, it
showed that the hand with which a2 weapon would be clasped was empty, i.e. that the one
offering the hand had no intention of harming the other person. Itis therefore a
symbolic peace offering, and also a sign of trust and non-aggression.** The two parties
shaking hands are willing to come together in a spirit of peace and co-operation. The
hand offered also signifies acceptance of the other, since the one offering the hand is
willing to touch the other. The other is not considered harmful or impure, but is worthy
of being touched.*’ Offering one’s hand means one is not afraid of being defiled by the
other.

It ought to be mentioned at this point that the human body itself can be viewed as a
symbol. Douglas (1992a:128) speaks of “the symbolic medium of the physical body”.*
The bodily senses therefore play 2 crucial role in nitual. The nal “world of gestural
construal, a world enacted, a world bodied forth™ (Gorman 1994:22), is experienced
through sight, sound, smell, taste and touch, as well as through emotions and feelings
(Grimes 1982:19ff). Admittedly, ritual action is “thick with sensory meaning” (Grimes
1982:59). Ritual is fundamentally about physical action, “with words often only optional
or arbitrarily replaceable” (Parkin 1992:11-12). The power of ritual, therefore, lies in its
acdons. In Cleansing the chest, the centrality of the human body, as well as the use of the
senses, and the importance of gestures and deeds, becomes apparent. Through drinking,
spitting, or clasping of hands, ritual participants do symbolic actions, but their bodies
themselves are in fact also symbols in a greater process.

For a second time in the ritual, water is used. This time it is not sprinkled, but
brought in a calabash. It is, like the water that was sprinkled, “a symbol of purification
and cleansing” (Koka 2003). Some ash is added to the water “to ‘kill’ the evil spirit and
curse” (Koka 2003). Symbolically, the water with its cleansing and healing powers, kills
any malediction which was present. Ash itself is also seen as a purifying agent, and
therefore adds to the cleansing and purging ability of water (Hammond-Tooke 1993:183).
Later on in the ritua) process, participants wash their hands in the water “as an act of
cleansing themselves” (Koka 2003).*’ Washing of hands bears significant meaning, The
impurity and dirt of the dispute is washed off. The participants rid themselves of the
spirit of disagreement and fighting. They distance themselves from it, and it has no
authority over their lives any longer.

Besides water, the most potent symbolic object used in this ritual is surely ash
itself. Itis, in my opinion, the “senior” or “dominant” symbol, which not only plays a
crucial role in the achievement of the purpose of the riual, but is in fact regarded as an
end in itself (Turner 1967:20).*° Gorman (1994:25) asserts, “thete is a knowing that
comes through the senses — smells, textures, sights, sounds, tastes — that is not uitimately

46 Notably, in the sitwal of Clasping bands with chyme (mosvang), hand-shaking is central as well.

47 In many religious traditions, including the Israelite tradition of the Old Testament, touching something
that is considered impure leads to impurity, and is taboo. People therefore avoid touching other peopie or
objects that are “impure”, for fear of contamination. Touching something or someone without reservation
is a symbolic sign of acceptance of their purity and their social tolerability.

48 “The body is a supetb symbol, of wholeness, of variety-in-unity, of proportion,” claims Dillistone
(1986:33,34). Moreover, in Africa symbols are created “around people” (Sundermeier 1998:7).

+9 Notably, this gesture is also very central in the Ukurbelelana amangg nivaal. This might imply that certain
ritual elements that are deemed very important occur in different variations in different ntuals.

4% | acknowledge that some scholars may disagree that ash is a dominant symbaol. Yet as I argue, without it
this ritual loses much of its puspose and thrust. It might be argued that wolwess, inherendy associated with
ash, is in fact a dominant symbol.
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translatable into a linguistic idiom”. Therefore it might not be possible to grasp in its
entirety what occurs when participants see, taste, smell and touch the ash. The parties are
asked to lick ash from each other’s right hand and spit it to the ground. Koka (2003)
explains, “This is the emptying of bad feelings and evil spirits from their body and mind.
It is the throwing out of dirt and turning it into ASH (Nothingness).” It may be
interesting to note that several African societies, among them the Nguni, consider
pollution (“dirt” or “darkness™) to be eliminated by the use of “emetics and laxatives”, i.e.
by ingesting substances that cause a kind of bodily emission (Hammond-Tooke 1993:19).
Spitting can therefore be seen as an emission of “dirt” in response to the ingestion of 2
purifying emetic substance — water mixed with ash.**! Therefore, viewed symbolically, this
rite of reconciliation “which enacts the burial of the wrong” has “the creative effect of all
nitual” (Douglas 1992a:136). It can “help to erase memory of the wrong and encourage
the growth of right feeling.” Through this ritual a moral offence (i.e. quarrelling and
social enmity) is interpreted as a pollution offence “which can be instantly scrubbed out
by titual” (Douglas 1992a:136).* What was once a moral vice has been turned into
“nothingness” through the mouons of the ritual which dealt with it as if it were a form of
pollution.

In my opinion, ash represents a number of things. Its meanings are manifold, as is
the case with all ritual symbols (Sundermeier 1998:51). Condensed within it is “a
unification of disparate significata” (Turner 1967:28). Sometimes, as in the case of this
symbol, there may even be some “discrepancy between significata” (Turner 1967:43;
Sundermeier 1998:35). The first symbolic meaning attached to ash is its purifying quality.
Among many African peoples, notably the Sotho, pollution is conceived of as “heat”. In
order to overcome the ill effects of pollution, so-called cooling rituals have to be
performed. Among the “dominant cooling substances™ are water and ash (Hammond-
Tooke 1993:19). Hammond-Tooke (1993:183) suggests that “perhaps the most
interesting symbol of all” is that of ash — “denarured fire and thus the ‘opposite’ of heat”.
Water mixed with ash can be seen as a particularly potent cooling substance, since it
combines two of the most significant symbols of cooling. Cooling substances can be
drunk in infusions, used to wash with, poured onto shrines, or boiled and their fumes
inhaled (Hammond-Tooke 1993:19, 182-183). In the nitual at hand, two of the methods
of using cooling substances are employed, viz. drinking it as an infusion (and then spitting
it out), and washing with it.

The second meaning associated with ash seems to contradict the first, but in fact
complements it. Ash, besides being a purifying agent, is a form of refuse. According to
Douglas (1992a:97), dirt is a typical symbol used in ntes such as this one, Dirt, in this case
symbolised as ash, 1s undesirable, and needs to be thrown out of the household, out of
every-day living space. It has no use any longer, and therefore has no place in ordinary
time.*”* Furthermore, ritual dirt may symbolise that which has “pollution powers”
(Douglas 1992a:113, 129f). Therefore, the ritual takes place where the ash and refuse of
the household is thrown out. Similatly, the ash mixed with water is spewed out, i.e. itis
symbolically undesirable and harmful. So, the seemingly opposite poles of meaning of ash
are brought together in the pollution-purification interface. In Koka’s interpretation, the
quatrel between the two parties certainly had the effect of polluting the society; for this

451 The ritual of TSU is another example where spitting is very significant. Certain elements of TSU may
indeed be compared to Clansing the ches.

42 See also Fardon (1990: 83{t, 107£f), in his discussion of rituals surrounding pollution and death. Similarly,
according to the Comaroffs (1991:157), social and personal disruption can be caused, among other things,
by pollution (bothiths). See also Booysens (1986:117-122).

453 See Sundermeier’s explanation of the rule of “condensation” which involves simations where one and
the same element is used for different, even contradictory, analogies (1998:35).

43 One can see Sundermeler’s “functional analogy” theory at work here (Sundermeier 1998:33). The
functional analogy theory states that things which have the same function are related to each other.
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reason the ritual is called a ceremony of ckansing and reconciliation. Douglas (1992a:135)
claims, “rites of reversing, untying, burying, washing, erasing, fumigating, and so on” are
usually the remedy for undoing the effects of pollutions. By having a feud, the quarrellers
brought the curse of pollution over themselves and their communities — a curse which
must be broken through cleansing. That which has become polluted and defiled by
incorrect and dangerous social behaviour must be rectified through ritual and symbolic
action. The ash is both the symbol of that which cleanses, as also the symbol of that
which needs to be cleansed ot expelled. In his discussion about punty, Countryman
(1991:17) points out that “dirt that lies outside ... is both a residue and also a reservoir of
power, whether destructive or creative”. As becomes clear in this ritual, the ash is
considered both undesirable (refuse) as well as a potent force of purification, and
necessary for the successful accomplishment of the reconciliation nte.

As a third charactenstic, ash symbolises that which once had life, but is now dead.
It once was burning wood, full of energy and vigour. Now that energy has been
expended, and what remains is lifeless and impotent. A case could be made that the
theory of “inverse analogy” (Sundermeier 1998:37) applies here: something which is
lifeless and extinguished (ash) represents something which is {or was) full of life and
flaming (a feud or quarrel). To refer again to the concept of pollution, ash is the
“opposite” of fire. It is the “opposite” of heat which signifies pollunon (Hammond-
Tooke 1993:183). Koka (07.07.2004) explains,

Now ash comes from the wood. We know that the wood has got kinetic

energy.”®® As long as that energy is still in the wood, it burns out. But when it

butns out, it comes out into ashes. It means that energy is dead. Therefore they
take it to say: with this licking of the ash, they are showing you that the energy that
is between you and makes you to quarrel, to clash with each other, they are
burning it out. So they take the ash, and each one licks it from the other’s hand.

And they take it in their mouth and spit it out. Now they spit it out at the place -

at home you don’t throw the ashes where you have visitors, you throw it outside.

Qutside the household. That is where they throw it out. Which means: the burnt

energy the energy of the quarre] within yourself is burnt out. And they throw it

out into the ash field. And then that is the end.
So it turns out that ash is 2 strong symbol to use for such a reconciliation process and the
settlement of disputes. The ash reminds participants of the burning wood, the butning of
their anger and resentment against each other. The fighting and quarrelling made them
“bumn”, and expend much negative and destructive energy. But now the wood has buent
down, it no longer has energy to offer. The quarrelling which once was like a burning fire
has died down, it has lost its life, it has become like ash. Similarly, like ash it has no
purpose or use. It must be expelled, because indeed if it is not it will continue to pollute
the household.

I have demonstrated that ash represents 2 whole interlinked “system of meanings”
(Turner 1967:21) which together account for the richness and complexity of the ritual. It
seems to me that in the ritwal of Cleansing the chest of grudges, ash implies three things: (1)
The harm and pollution caused by the quarrel has been purified or “cooled” by means of
the ash. (2) The ash, like the quatrel, is a form of refuse and must be rejected, and
expelled from society. (3) Since ash, which is no longer fire, has “Jost its life”, it is a
symbol of the quarrel which has ended. As a main symbol, ash therefore stands for
“multivocal or polysemous” connotations (Turner 1962:125) and cannot be limited to
bearing one meaning only. Its sensory pole brings about disparate feelings; its ideological
pole points 1o the (diverse) meanings elaborated above. The symbol of ash, and the
symbolic action attached to it, is probably the most overt example in this ritual of
“knowledge” that is “mis-stated” (Fardon 1990:5), “understated” (i.e., “implicit”) (:6) or

455 Interestingly, Sundermeier asserts that ricuals “convert latent power into kinetic energy” (1998:53).
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“unstatable”, i.e. mysterious and ineffable (:7).*** The knowledge concerning the ash is
part of the society’s “cultural frame” (Fardon 1990:6), but to the one studying it from the
outside it is a cultural frame filled with hidden meanings and mystery (:11). Itis important
not to separate the different levels of meaning from each other, but to allow the symbol
to exist and communicate in its entirety — with its contradictions and complexities. The
system in which the symbol functions ought to be seen as an interacting whole (Turner
1967:43). Having noted all the associations attributed to the symbol of ash, it becomes
clear that in it thete is indeed a “coming together” **’ of many strands of import.

Finally, cheering and ululation from the onlooking participants symbolises the
involvement of the broader society in the event of reconciliation. Indeed, the dispute and
ill-reladons between the two active ritual participants did not only affect the two of them
negatavely; the whole community was suffering from it. Its negative force had rippled into
the wider community (Koka 07.07.2004). Therefore, the ritual was not only beneficial for
the two main actors, but for the communities they were part of as well. It is for this
reason that the community shows its active involvement and participation in the
occurrences by crying for joy and creating a festive and celebratory mood. The
community itself feels relieved and released from the bond of the quartel; the curse has
been lifted, the contamination cleansed. Harmony has been restored — not only to the
relationship between two people, but also to the whole web of reladonships to which they
belong. The enthralled participation of the onlookers suggests that this ritual is in fact a
communal one, and not individualistic in nature. It again becomes clear that Cleansing rhe
chest of grudges plays an important part in the structuring of sociality (Fardon 1990:27).

According to Cox (1970), festivity is an important part of life.”* Essentially,
festivity is required for healthy human and social interaction, and is an important feature
of rituals also. Ritual feasting i1s a way in which we leatn “to affirm both life and history
without being suffocated by them” (Cox 1970:32)**. Festivity helps the community avoid
becoming “alienated from its past and cynical about its future” (:13). Through feasting
together the community demonstrates that the past (of quarrelling, hostility and
estrangement), though it exists, has been overcome. It has shaped but not warped the
community. This past can be embraced because it no longer has a negauve stronghold on
the people. Celebrating together is a sign that the dispute has been overcome, and that a
new leaf can be turned over in the story of the life of the community. Indeed one can
argue that this ritual is a manifestation of agency to transform a destructive life situation
(Thomas 1999:82). Something insidious and treacherous has been transformed; it has
been made controllable, its threat has been overcome. Indeed, it has been turned into
something pleasing, namely comradeship between former enemies.

As we have looked at the configuration of symbols and symbolic actions which
make up the Cleansing the chest of grudges ritual, it is important to keep in mind that,
according to Turner (1962:173), each station in the ritual process can be deemed “an
anchoring element in a complex, each of whose items has to be interpreted and related to
the whole”. On each level of the occurrence “semantic complexities ... combine into a

46 See also Durkheim (1995:364) who insists that certain elements in rinaal have “invisible influence over
consciousnesses” and “a manner of affecting our states of mind”. Similady, Sperber (1975:x) talks of
“unconscious knowledge” and of “tacit knowledge — that is to say, thar which is not made explicit”.

47 Kahler (1960:70) explains, “The Greek word symballein, from which ‘symbol’ denves, means: ‘to bring
together,’ or, ‘to come together.’ The symbolic #gr brings together, the symbolic rpresentaiion is a coming
together, to the point of complete fusion, of the concrete and the spiritual, the specific and the general.”
438 Important aspects of celebration include moving, dancing and eating (Cox 1970:55). Food especially has
strong symbolic significance in certain riruals (Dillistone 1986:33,34). Indeed, food plays a central part in
festivities in African sertings. Frequently, a goat or an ox (or even a chicken) is slaughtered for such dital
celebrations.

4% “There is a festive way of approprating the past, a way that accepts the past without being bound by it,
that views past history not as a prison to escape or as an antique to be preserved but as a dimension of
reality that enlarges and illuminates the present” (Cox 1970:32).
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simple sacramental process”. Indeed, it is my contention that this ritual is sacramental in
nature. Through ritual, life gains a “sacramental dimension” (Sundermeier 1998:14).
Dutkheim (1995:352) also alludes to the inherently sacramental nature of ritual,

According to Tumer (1962:171), rituals possess “the power both of effecting and
signifying” sacredness. Ritual symbols are not merely considered to be “speculative or
theoretical signs”, but “efficacious and practical signs”, since they not only pomt to
changes of moral and social status, but also actually effect them. Moreover, human beings
who take part in ritual undesgo real change, ot “renewal” (Grimes 1982:60). In ritual
(especially in religious ritual) people are brought in touch with “the ultimate reality”, that
which “concerns us ultimately” (Tillich 1960:77; see also Dillistone 1986:20). Tillich
atgues fot a conceptual connection between religious symbols and sacraments. A
sacramental symbol “can be a medium of the Spirit” because “it participates in the power
of what it symbolizes” (Tillich 1978:130). Therefore religious ritual symbols stand for the
transcendent. They bring together and hold together “some familiar aspect of human
experience with that which is beyond experience or expression” (Dillistone 1986:20,
referring to Tillich’s theory).

A broad understanding of sacramentality is that during the process of the
sacrament, something (or someone) really and actually changes through benevolent yet
mysterious*” intervention from God. A sacrament is not metely a sign, but an actual
event imparting blessing and grace. It is not merely an outward performance, but an
inner, life-changing experience. Sacramental experience is salvific, 1.e. redempuve and
testorative. There is a fundamental and essential transformaton which occurs when a
human being undergoes a sacramental ritual. Just as many Christians believe that baptism
and partaking of the Lotd’s Supper essentially brings about change in them and in the
community, it can be argued that Cleansing the chest of grudges has a similarly momentous
effect on its participants. Something in their very essence, in the basis of their humanity
and human interaction is transformed and indeed healed, redeemed and revived. Going
through the motions of the ritual is not merely an “act” or performance, but an existential
expenence of transformative proportions. This means that the elements and gestures
used in the ritual are not mere signs, but potent mediators of change and renewal,

Conclusion

I have shown that Cleansing the chest of grudges is an African indigenous nitual with much
meaning and potental power. It can and ought to be used as a valuable resource in the
quest for reconciliation in South Aftica. It is one of the offerings that can and ought to
be gleaned from the Afncan traditional henitage. I agree with Lederach (1997:16) when he
decries the too-heavy reliance on modern (Western-style) statist diplomacy in
communities’ endeavours for social reconciliation, “despite its inadequacies in responding
to the nature of conflicts today”. There is an urgent need for innovative methods at
solving conflict in our communities (Lederach 1997:25). Ironically, tuming to our
indigenous tradittons and cultural heritage of the past may provide mote appropriate
“innovative” methods than modem diplomatic paradigms do. Effective conflict
resolution and reconciliation within a society requires an “infrastructure that empowers
the resources for reconciliation from within that society and maximises the contribution
from outside” (:xvi, 61). Cleansing the chest of grudges is such a resource from within African
society, drawing from indigenous African tradition.

Although similar riches may well be gathered from rtual analyses of other
reconciliation rites (for example those mentioned in section 2.4.1), it is not the aim of this
study to do so. Instead, in subsequent chapters I aim to show — using one main example
— how the use of traditional resources, in dialogue with the Christian faith, may be

460 The Augustinian understanding of a sacrament highlights the element of mystery. A sacrament is an
event orchestrated by God for humanity’s benefit.
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advantageous and useful for reconciliation in South Africa. Cleansing the chest of grudges will,
in the final chapter of this work, serve as the prime example for making connectons
between African traditional and Christian paradigms of reconciliaton. It will sexve as the
basis for the “invention™' of a new ritual of reconciliation for South Africa which
accomnmodates the traditonal and the Christian, the indigenous and the modern.

41 See Cox (1970:81) and Hobsbawm and Ranger (1993:1) with their deliberations surrounding the
invention of new traditions and ritual enactments of such traditions.
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3. Reconciliation paradigms in Christianity

I again draw the reader’s attention to my first hypothesis underlying this research:
“African tradidon and Christianity both have paradigms of reconciliation to offer.” My
premise is that the Christian tradition indeed has a repertoire of options for sponsoring
social reconciliation. After having discussed some resources offered by African tradition
in the previous chapter, I now turn to the resources lodged in Christian tradition. In this
chapter I therefore attempt to answer the question, what does the Christian faith tradition
have to offer to social reconciliation in South Africa? Surely, it would be a2 matter of
writing many volumes if one were to articulate all the resources the Christian faith has to
offer. Christian theologies, spiritualities, church communities and institutions in all their
diversity certainly have an overabundance of capital to invest in this endeavour. Itis not
the aim (nor 1s 1t within the capacity) of this study to investigate all of it in detail. Rather,
I seek to highlight a number of key elements on offer from certain Christan traditons
that I consider to be particularly helpful in the struggle for reconciliadon in South Africa.

In section 1.5 I have already shown that the terms “Christanity” or “Christdan
wadition” are in fact problematic. Christianity is not a coherent monolithic endty, but a
conglomeration of many strands of tradition, with a myriad of theological, ecclesial and
other peculiarities. What people mean by “Chnstianity” can be vastly different depending
on their various contexts and backgrounds. Therefore it is an ambivalent category.
Nonetheless, it cannot be denied that in spite of its ambivalence and diversity, Christianity
is a powerful force in the context of South Africa, and in the lives of many communities
and individuals. Therefore, it cannot be dismissed as a sousce of assets for this study.
Moreover, as a Christan and a theologian it is an imperative for me to refer to my own
tradition, faith, and knowledge system when undertaking an inquiry of this kind. If 1 did
not do this, I would implicitly profess myself to be “neutral” and “dispassionate” about
the object of my study. Yet it is a known truth that we are always subjective by virtue of
the fact that we are home to (and bound by) a specific context that shapes and informs us.
I must acknowledge my own identity in endeavouring this study, for it is only in taking a
stand that one has a position from which to engage with others in authentic discussion.

I therefore affirm that my stance in this inquiry is that of a Christtan, more
particularly a Lutheran with a German background, native to South Africa. 1am, further,
a theologian. For theological analysis one needs a frame of reference and certain criteria.
The choice of criteria one uses is again informed by one’s context and identity, and one’s
school of thought. Given my own context and idenduty, I acknowledge that the shape and
direction of my argument and discussion is strongly influenced by who I am as a petson
and as a scholar. The reader will, for example, notice that my particular Lutheran heritage
will become apparent in this chapter, especially in section 3.2. 1am of the opinion that
locating oneself reveals one’s inherent limitations. Yet it also makes for honest and
authentc dialogue, without the pretence of “neutral” distance.

In this chapter, I consider a number of resources in the Christian tradition that 1
consider to be potentially (and in some cases actually) helpful for social reconciliation
processes in South Africa. First, I will uncover a few pointers arising out of the Biblical
heritage (in section 3.1}. Second, in section 3.2, I will demonstrate in what way the story
of the cross and resurrection can be a helpful paradigm for reconciliation. Third, section
3.3 will offer a discussion of the notions of sin, repentance and forgiveness as valuable
notions in the reconciliation debate. Finally, I will examine the church as community and
institution with the potential of promoting reconciliation (in section 3.4).
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3.1 Reconciliation in the Bible

3.1.1 The Bible as resource

In this section, I consider the Biblical witness as 2 dominant resource offered by the
Christan tradition, with the aim of gleaning some contributions for social reconciliation
from it. The Bible is what a vast number of Christians*? would deem the basis of their
faith. My motive and justification for choosing it as one resource and object of this study
is simply that it is regarded as the central guide of faith for many Christians, including
those of my own (Lutheran) denomination.*” In the case of most Protestants or
evangelicals, when grappling with a question of a theological or religious nature, they feel
compelled at some or other stage to consult the Scnptures and ask “what the Bible has to
say” about the matter. No matter what hermeneutics are employed (1.e. bow the Bible is
used*®), the fact #hat the Bible is used is key. For reasons of continuity with my tradition
and heritage, as well as for reasons of solidarity with my fellow-Christians, I am obliged
also to ask “what the Bible has to say” about reconciliation, and indeed how it is or can
become a positive resource for social reconciliatory practice. In the eyes of many
Christians and theologians, any reflection on Christian paradigms of reconciliation that
excludes the Biblical witness would be considered foundationless and vague theological
conjecture. Therefore, although I am not a Biblical scholar per se, I analyse the meaning
and conception of “reconciliation” in terms of the Old and New Testaments, in view of
illustrating both the general tendencies and the diverse ambiguities of the Scriptural
notion(s) of reconciliaton. As will be shown, the Biblical scoptures have some thought-
provoking teachings and stories that may prove helpful as resources for social
reconciliation. This section is therefore sub-divided into two: First, I uncover what might
be gleaned from exegetical work concerning the term and use of reconciliation. Second, I
highlight a number of narratives of reconciliation found in the Bible, which are and may
be used as guidelines or blueprints for reconciliatory practice.

3.1.2 “Reconciliation” - some exegetical considerations

There is some confusion surrounding the use of the term reconciliation in the Bible.
Cilliers Breytenbach (2000) cautions theologians not to make the mistake of ignoring the
difference between the Greek terms \Aackopon (bilaskomaty and KATAAACCD
(katallasso). In the English language, the meaning of these two terms is frequently simply
collapsed into one, while in the Greek world (and, as we shall see, in the ancient Hebrew
wortld as well) they were not considered identical, but had different thrusts and spoke to
different contexts.

Hilaskomai can be most accurately translated as “to make gracious, to make
acceptable, to atone™, yet it is also translated as “to reconcile”. It is connected to the
noun hélasmoes which means atonement or atonement offering*® (Breytenbach 2000:1685).
In the Old Testament this term is used in connecton with the wrath of God, and
frequently also with cultic practices and/or purification offerings. In Hebrew, the word is

462 Especially and overtly those of the Protestant traditions. Yet Catholic and Orthodox Christians also
consider the Scriptures to be a prime source of revelation. In fact, in all of Chnisuanity Scoptures are
fundamental to the faith of the church. The New Testament canon was deliberated and fixed before the
fourth century CE, and most of the disputes that formed the bases for the early Christian councils (e.g. of
Nicaea, Constantinople, Chalcedon) had o do with interpretations of Scripture.

463 See Article 21 and the Conclusion of the 4ugrbrrg Confession (1530), Article 28 of the Apology 0 the
Awugshurg Confession (1530), and the Epitome of the Formmia of Concord (1577), for a discussion of the authority
and centrality of Scxripture. All of these documents are part of the Book of Concord, which is historically the
ptimary confessional document of most Protestant churches.

464 See, for example, West (1995).

465 In German, “gnidig machen, sithnen”.

46 In German, “Sithnung, Sithnopfer”.
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related to the words used for purity and cleanliness, as well as sanctification. In most
cases of its cultic use the term occurs in connecton with the temple cult.

When used independently from cultic occurrences, the term is seen in association
with works of righteousness or good deeds done in obedience to the law of God, such as
almsgiving, generosity, acts of restitution, study of the law, fasting, and prayer among
other things*”. In general, repentant action and suffering are seen to have an atoning
function. God can be appeased, influenced, and even swayed through atonement
offerings. People may be released from the consequence of sin (which is punishment) by
doing works of righteousness and adhering to the law — a process which represents
atonement.

Contrary to early religious ideas, in which atonement is primarily achieved through
correct action from the side of human beings, the New Testament displays a different
understanding of atonement, i.e. that atonement is orchestrated by God. Itis no longer
human beings who have to achieve atonement through righteous deeds, but God who
does the work of atonement. Breytenbach argues that the New Testament emphasises a
theocentric notion in which God is the initiator and executor of atonement. The cross of
Jesus Christ becomes the location of God’s atoning action. The cross as a public event is
to be seen in contrast to the atoning symbolism contained in the temple’s holy of holies.
Nevertheless, it must be undetlined that atonement terminology (i.e. related to bilaskomai)
is scarce in the New Testatnent — 1t can be found only in Hebrews 2:17 and 9:15, 1 John
2:2 and 4:10*®, and possibly Romans 3:25. It is noteworthy that Paul, the New
Testament’s most prolific theologian, uses the term only once in his entire body of text.
(Breytenbach 2000: 1685-1691)

Breytenbach argues that for the Greek, late-Jewish, Roman and Germanic
religions reconciliation (as bilaskomai, i.e. atonement, expiation or propitiation) usually
means the appeasement of angry deities by means of human actions. As we have seen,
even the Old Testament shows signs of such thinking. However, in view of the New
Testament (re-) interpretation of the term, Breytenbach argues that the Biblical witness as
a whole is fundamentally different from, and stands in stark contrast to, Gentile notions
of atonement. The story of the Old Testament shows how the people became
increasingly aware of the pervasion of sin, and therefore increasingly aware that in order
to be free from its power, God — as opposed to humans ~ had to take on the initiative,
since humans were simply too weak and incapable. Gradually, therefore, the idea of God
as the gracious donor of atonement, instead of its angry and demanding recipient,
establishes itself in Scripture. Atonement effectively becomes seen as a gift of grace and
salvation instead of as a demand or a punishment*®, (Breytenbach 2000:1692)

One could identify two primordial meanings of reconciliation, both of which have
influenced Biblical notions of the concept, and in turn have been informed by the
evolving Biblical religion. Firsdy, it can mean the “redempuve event in which man (sic) is
freed from the deadly effects of his sins”, and secondly, “the process by which alienated
people are brought together in concord. In this use, reconciliation is associated with the
liberation of man (sic} from the conflicting political and social forces that determine his
life” (Breytenbach 1986:2). In the Bible, the Greek term katalasse is to be distinguished
from the term bilaskomai considered above. Both are used in contexts that pertain to
reconciliation. However, the word-family stemming from katallasso is more strongly
oriented towards the profane, while bilaskomai has more overt connections to the sacred.
As we have seen, it concerns itself primarily with humans’ relationship with God, and in

461 “Liebeswerke, Wohltitgkeiten, Almosen, Wiedergutmachung, Studium der Tora, Fasten, Gebet und
v.a.,’

468 In the Johannine epistle the word “propitiation” is used.

469 “Gott ist also nach biblischem Verstindnis nichi der ziimende Empfinger, sondem der heilschaffende
Spender des Sihnegeschehens. Sithne bedeutet dann fiir die betroffenen Menschen nicht Strafe sondetn
H HEL
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what way that relationship is upheld. Katallasso, on the other hand, is used to describe the
reestablishment of friendly relations between or among enemies, while the related term
apokatastasis signifies a partial or universal recovery of a former condition (of well-being
and harmony), i.c. healing of an illness, revision of a government order, truce after a war,
etc. (Breytenbach 2000:1773).*™ Itis to the term gpokatastasis ~ recuperation, restoration
o recovery®" — that I now tum.

In the Old Testament the term means to bring something into its initial, former
state of being, It was primarily used in the realm of medicine, and was connected to
healing and human health. Gradually its spectrum of meaning grew to include the general
improvement of a situation, the (re-)establishment of a governmental system, and the re-
acceptance of someone into his/her office or occupatgon. In all these profane meanings it
is nevertheless in the Old Testament always considered God’s work, indeed God’s power,
which enables the reconstitution of circumstances from less favourable to more
favourable, from brokenness to original wholeness. The New Testament uses gpokatastasis
in the context of healing the sick, but also (in Acts) in the context of the eschatological
liberation of Israel, and eschatological expectations in general. Frequently, it is used to
show the total re-ordering of the world — i.e. all things and reladonships — when Jesus the
Messiah comes again. The early church father Origen also uses the term in medicinal
contexts, as well as in terms of the political and cosmic recovery of all created beings so
that a harmonious, holistic order of the universe may be established. (Breytenbach
2000:1774-1776)

Another term derived from £atallasso is the noun katallage which means
“exchange”, as well as “reconciliation” (Breytenbach 2000:1777-1780). It is used to
describe a situation of change, exchange or substitution, from a state of enmity and
hostility to the original state of peace and friendship (see also Klein 1999:70). Originally,
it is a term most often used in the sphere of politics and diplomacy, and gains most
relevance in contexts of war or social upheaval. In some cases in the early Greek world,
katallage is also used in relation to political amnesty. Significantly, however, it is 707 used
in the realm of religion or sacred affairs. This means it is never used in connecton with
atonement terminology (i.e. bilaskomas).

The most assiduous New Testament writer, Paul, uses the wotds related to
katallasso, not hilaskomai, when expounding his doctrine of reconciliadon. For this reason,
Breytenbach makes his case that the Pauline understanding of reconciliation does not root
itself in the priestly atonement tradition {(where the focus is on the sacred, rather than the
mundane), but stems from the profane traditions surrounding reconciliation among
warring groups. In effect, in the New Testament the term “reconciliation” (katallasso)
which traditionally was used for inter-human relationships, becomes annexed for
theological purposes, i.e. it is extended to include relationships involving God. In
katallassein/ katallage Paul “took over a completely profane concept” (Breytenbach 1986:3)
and changed it to mean something both profane and sacred (Klein 1999:68). Paul’s
adaptation of the idea of reconciliation transferred a diplomatc term to the realm of
religion, and reinterpreted it. This reinterpretation was built on an understanding of the
cross of Jesus Christ. Thetefore, for Paul “reconciliation is no longer a political concept,
but it denotes the new peaceful relaion between God and the justified sinner”

470 Katallasse “drisckt die Wiedesherstellung des fritheren guten Verhiltnisses zwischen verfeindeten
Menschen oder Biirgern von Stadtstaaten oder Volkern aus. ... Es driickt im profanen Leben die
Vermittlung einer positiven Verindenung eines negativ belasteten Verhiltnisses im Sinne der Amnestie aus,
wihrend apokatastasis eine partielle oder universielle Wiedetherstellung des fritheren Standes zum Inhah
hat.”

47 Breytenbach translates it broadly as “Wiederherstellung”,

472 In German, “Austausch, Verséhnung”. It further means “the action in which a peace treaty comes into
being” and "change from war, hostility or enmity to peace and concord berween nations, states and
peoples” (Breytenbach 1986:3).
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(Breytenbach 1986:3). For this reason, in the Pauline corpus it frequently also occurs
parallel to the concepts of justification, redemption ot liberation, or Christ’s work of
salvation (Breytenbach 1986:2).*”

In Paul’s writings one sees how a profane understanding of a concept is
theologised, i.e. how a term relating primarily to human-human relationships is broadened
to include the human-divine relationship. In 2 Corinthians 5:18 God is depicted as the
subject of reconciliation. The term katallassein is transferred onto the (theologically
perceived) situation of alienation and broken relations between God and humankind
because of sin.”* In consequence, in the New Testament “reconciliation” usually has
theological significance, even though the roots of the word are not theological.
Reconciliation occuts through the salvific work of Christ. It is an act of God, a gift for
humankind and all of creation. It implies a state of peace between God and humanity,
and among all God’s creatures. It is the prerequisite for salvation, and the basis for God’s
all-encompassing reconstruction (“new creation”) of the universe.

It needs to be emphasised that for Paul reconciliation inevitably has a strongly
social and ecclesial thrust. Paul did not theologise the concept to the extent that it lost its
concrete relevance for inter-human relationships. Through the cross God creates 2 new
humanity, one church. “The reconciliation with God, which is the work of Christ, entails
the reconciliation between Jews and Gendles. Old differences become irrelevant”
(Breytenbach 1986:4). Thus, for Paul reconciliation between God and humanity cannot
be seen as separate from, and unrelated to, reconciliation between human beings. The
one has effect on the other, and indeed the one testifies to the other and gives it
tangibility and concreteness. Indeed, it can be azgued that for Paul theological statements
are at the same time ecclesiological and anthropological statements. His theology is never
only about vertical relations (i.e. God and humans), but also about honizontal
relationships.” Stricty speaking, such a connection of the sacred and the profane, the
human and the divine, echoes the Old Testament worldview that all relationships, be they
human or divine in nature, are intertwined and together form part of the interconnected
web of existence, and that indeed one’s relationship with God affects and informs one’s
relationships with others and vice versa."™ Indeed, reconciltation is understood in ethical-
ecclesiastical terms, not only in dogmatic or theoretical terms (Stiickelberger 1988:434ff).

In his discussion of the term reconciliation in the Bible, H-G Link (2000:1780-
1783) agrees with Breytenbach that the two Greek terms bilasmes and katallage in fact have
nothing in common. Nevertheless, in ancient Germanic judicial thinking they became
interrwined, so that (sacred) atonement and {profane) reconciliation have become scarcely
separable concepts and their distincaon becomes fuzzy — even unal today. Hilasmos,
translated in the Latin Vulgate as expratio, means cultic atonement through offerings and
sacrifice, whereas katallage (Latin: reconciliatio) denotes the (non-religious) reconciliation of
hostile parties through mutual transactions. Early translations into the vernacular,
including the Luther text, unhelpfully collapse the two terms into one.

Link further argues that to Paul reconciliation means something different from the
ancient Jewish understanding thereof. Pauline reconciliation is not subject to the cultc
understanding of atonement, but is a concept that has its roots in every-day secular life.

41 The onginally profane term of kasaliage takes on theological soteriological connotations in the New
Testament (Klein 1999:69). Unfortunately, this development spurred the growth of a trend toward the
individualisation of the concept of salvation.

4" In this context, the presbeis — “emissary” (“Gesandte”) — gains an important role in mediating an offer for
reconciliation, and in sealing a reconciliation agreement.

475 Seen under the mbric of soteriology (i.e. God’s wotk of salvation) the vertical and hotizontal axes always
srznd in close connection to one another (Klein 1999:75).

47 Although, as I have expounded above, the Old Testament does also distinguish between different types
of relationships, i.c. sacred or profane. It is effectively a question of distinction, and not separation, of the
two.
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Like Breytenbach, Link insists that the Pauline understanding is associated with the
ending of hostility, and the establishment of peace. Nevertheless, the Pauline
reconciliation concept (re)interprets the ancient concept of atonement, and transforms it
to connote the renewal of the covenant between God and humans. For Paul, atonement
features in the idea of reconciliation are not primary, but have the minor function of
serving the more universal and holistic concept of reconciliation, i.e. bringing into
harmony all relationships — between God, humans, natute and the universe. Indeed, the
breadth of Paul’s view of reconciliation is expressed when he likens it to life after death
and an entirely new created order (see Romans 11:15).

I have suggested above that reconciliation is a deeply ecclesial concept, at least for
Paul. Indeed it can be argued that New Testament reconciliation is manifested and
realised in concrete terms (Link 2000:1780-1783). It is not merely a spiritual act in the
sense that it is divorced from practical life. Ephesians 2:15ff is an illustration of how it is
an aspect of life together in a Christian community, a congregation. It is, further, a term
used for the establishment of night relatonships in the world, i.e. a reconciled divine-
human relatonship necessarily must have favourable effects on human-human relations.

This is why Paul speaks of the ministry of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:18).

This ministry involves the active engagement of Christians as mediators of reconciliation,
as God’s helpers, as Christ’s representatives, as participants in the work of furthering
God’s reconciliation in the world. In Colossians, the call to this ministry expands indeed
unto the edges of the cosmos. Ultdmately, the ministry of reconciliation is exemplified by
the life (and indeed, the death) of Jesus, and is therefore very much praxis-oriented and
“this-worldly”.

Breytenbach (1986:12) argues that nowadays “there is no such thing as the
Christian doctrine of reconciliation”. The “Pauline theology of reconciliation was
dramatically reinterpreted” in post-first-century times, so that it is difficult to talk
conclusively of 7be Biblical paradigm of reconciliation. Thetefore, it becomes necessary to
formulate a contextual understanding of reconciliation for our time and situation.
Nevertheless, there are some pointers that can be identified in the Biblical henitage. Most
importantly, the New Testament proclaims that since reconciliation has come through the
ctoss of Christ, “there can be no reconciliation without confrontation” (Breytenbach
1986:15, quoting Allan Boesak). This means that essentially there can be no reconciliation
without liberadon (Kaiser 1996:183). According to the Biblical tradition, reconciliation is
about concrete relatonships in concrete settings. Therefore it must be seen within a
context of justice and peace. Moreover, argued from the ecclesiological Pauline idea of
the church as one body, reconciliation is unification. “As long as the church stands in the
tradiion of Ephesians 2:15-16, it cannot accept the fundamental irreconcilability of
people, unless it is prepared to deny its very ‘raison d’etre’,” insists Breytenbach (1986:16).
Reconciliation to God and reconciliation of opposing groups are both fruits of the cross,
and belong intimately together.*”

Breytenbach claims there are four main lessons to be gleaned from the Biblical
tradition, namely: (1) Reconciliation is God’s deed through the cross of Christ; (2)
reconciliation to God entails the creation of a new humanity within the church through
the renewing and unifying power of the death of Jesus Christ (Breytenbach 1986:19); (3)
reconciliation is not confined to the church, but God reconciled the whole of humanity,
the entire created order, to Godself (2 Corinthians 5:19)"; and (4) the reconciliation of
the cosmic and celestial forces”” is an anticipated eschatological reality (Colossians 1:20)

477 “It is undoubtedly true that reconciliation and new creation (Paul) ... cannot be separated” (Breytenbach
1986:17).

478 “People who want to confine the idea of reconciliation to the relationship berween God and the
believers, have very litde support from early Christian tradition.”

479 Breytenbach includes this to mean ideological, political forces, such as, for example, white dominadon
and black aspiration, capitalism and socialism.
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(Breytenbach 1986:20). Reconciliation means being forged by the Spirit into a new
humanity (Ephesians 2:15). What matters is not our hentage by birth (i.e. race,
nationality, culture, gender, etc.) but our belonging to the body of Christ through the
power of the Spirit (Breytenbach 1986:21).**

Another exegete, Christoph Klein (1999:58), argues that the Christian Scriptures
deal with three aspects of reconciliation, viz. the justice aspect, the cultic aspect, and the
christological aspect®™. The justice aspect concerns itself first and foremost with human
relations. Reconciliation 1s viewed as a balancing-out of human relatons. The concepts
of paid ransom or satisfaction*” (e.g. Exodus 21:30; Numbers 35:31), and the exchange of
goods feature particularly strongly in justice-oriented acts of reconciliation between two
human parties. Frequently, when an injustice has been committed, vengeance is not
annulled, but punishment is replaced by another “achievement”. Restituton money or
compensatory payments*” are involved instead of personal punishment. The offender
pays a ransom, intended to signify a kind of “penance payment”, rather than suffering
physical punishment (Klein 1999:59).

Scholars argue that the practice of exchanging goods, which effectively caused the
cancellation of punishment, was a way of avoiding violence and aggression in justice
procedures in old Israel. The reconciliatory re-balancing of relationships was so
encouraged to occur through non-violent means instead of bloody vengeance (Schenker
1981:55). Adnan Schenker (1981:56-59) discusses (Old Testament) texts that mention
Kofir-money (ransom money, compensation, gifts)* as a way of setdling social disputes
(e.g. Proverbs 6:35), where payment of debt is encouraged instead of the execution of the
full legal punishment.®* Other texts also discuss the lightening or forgiving of debt
through material compensation, or the handing over and acceptance of compensatory
gifts as a seal of reconciliation. In Genesis 32:18-33:4, for example, reconciliation
happens when Esau accepts the gifts Jacob offers. Through his acceptance he abtogates
his right to avenge and punish Jacob. Here we see the exchange of gifts as an alternative
to punishment and vengeance. In many cases in the Old Testament, gift exchange
actually constitutes reconciliation (Klein 1999:61; Schenker 1981:61-68).

In 2 Samuel 21:3 “atonement” means as much as compensation, balancing, or
ransom payment. In fact, in the Old Testament atonement frequently means the material
equalising or balancing of relations which avoids punishment or brutal vengeance. Itis
originally linked to the juridical system of ancient Istael. It is only later in Israel’s history
that the term atonement adopts cultic connotations, and changes into a term pertaining to
the sacred (rather than the profane), as shall be illustrated below. In most cases, the
practice of atonement among humans is considered the ptimary means for avoidance of
retributive violence, as seen for example in 2 Samuel 21. (Klein 1999:61; Schenker
1981:77)

Alternative punishment in the form of atonement {understood as recompense or
restitution) is voluntary; the victim may demand the full measure of punishment. The
initiative for non-violent atonement has to come from the victim. The perpetrator has no
right to demand the softening of his/her punishment. However, it is considered better

40 Breytenbach emphasises the importance and power of the heritage gained by baptism in contrast to the
heritage gained by birth. People aze not to be considered “according to the flesh” (i.¢. according to their
birth). See 1Corinthians 12:13; Galatans 3:28.

481 Unlike the justice and cultic aspects of reconciliation in the Bible, che christological aspect is to be found
predominantly in the New Testament (Klein 1999:58). It is expressed through the story of the life, ministry,
death and resurrection of Jesus. Since it is of fundamental importance for the Christian witness, 1 will deal
with it more extensively below, and most expansively in section 3.2,

42 In German, “Lésegeld” or “Siihnegeld”.

483 “Schmerzensgelder” or “Kassationszahlungen™.

44 “Abfindungssumme, Vergleichszahlung”.

#5 See also Numbers 35:31.
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for the victim not to react to injustice with more bloodshed and aggression, but rather in
the spirit of reconstruction and amity (Schenker 1981:77). The perpetrator may, however,
try to appease — and thereby sway — the victim by offering reparaton and gifts (:78). All
in all, openness and willingness to reconcile — on the side of both the wronged and the
wrongdoer(s) was considered a virtue, a godly characteristic (:79), and in line with the
concept of divine justice.

According to Klein, the second type of reconciliation in the Bible is connected
with cultic practice. It is argued that this cultic aspect is a later development in Israel’s
religious history, and evolved in the age of the priestly rule. The cult focuses on humans’
relatonship with God, rather than on their relationships among each other. Here
reconciliation is placed in the context of cultic atonement practice. “Im Kultus der
Vers6hnung wird der rechtliche, sozusagen der profane Brauch des Vergleiches zwischen
Menschen aufgenommen und auf das Verhiltnis zwischen Gott und Mensch ibertragen”
(Klein 1999:62). Sactifice is regarded as an act of substitution*®, which in turn establishes
atonement between God and the people. The people’s purification is usually a sign of
atonement practice (see Isaiah 6:5-7) (Klein 1999:63; Kaiser 1996:183).

In connection with the cultic aspect of reconciliadon it becomes important to
mention the Kturgy of atonement. This liturgy is used in the Old Testament to
demonstrate and celebrate God’s reconciliation in the old covenant® (Schenker
1981:81ff). In the Old Testament one can trace the evolution of the great Day of
Atonement (see Leviticus 16), which became an annual festval signifying God’s renewed
and ongoing reconciliation with the entire nation (Schenker 1981:111-116). Vatous
lirurgies of penance in the Old Testament are connected to the Day of Atonement, and
include fastng as a sign of repentance, i.e. of turning back to God (Baumgartner 1998:33;
Kaiser 1996:183).

Cultic balancing of relationships (between God and the people) usually had to
occur through mediation, i.e. it necessarily involved a mediator*® (Schenker 1981:87). It
also involved the use of what Schenker calls “Pfinder géttlicher Verséhnlichkeit” (pledges
offered for the assurance of divine reconciliation), which included blood, incense, silver,
fine flour*, sin and guilt offerings*™, gifts and sacrifices to people®’ and/or to God*?, or
burnt offerings*” (Schenker 1981:95-105).

Turning again to the New Testament, one can list further elements of
reconciliation practice encouraged by the early Christian witness, for example Paul’s
concept of fellowship or communion (ko1v@Vic)y™, the notion of brotherly and sisterly
love (rAadedgr0)*, fraternity (03eA@OTYL)*, as well as the exchange of the “holy
kiss”*” (Klein 1999:73-74). Significantly, the frequently used metaphor of the “one body”
(e.g. 1 Corinthians 12; Ephesians 4), which refers to the community of the faithful bound
together by Chdst, is another fine example of unity in the spirit of reconciliation
promoted in the New Testament. Without a doubt, the New Testament bears witness to

48 “Ersatzleistung”.

487 In the diverse texts of the Old Testament the terms “reconciliation”, “forgiveness” and “atonement” are
not casily distinguishable, and ase used almost interchangeably. All three terms, however, have in common
that they occur in connection with the divine covenant. Hence Baumgartner (1998:32) argues that Old
Testament reconciliation is a component, an effect, of the people’s covenant with God.

48 For example Moses (see Exodus 32:30), certain judges, ptiests and prophets.

4 E g., Levitcus 5:11-13, 17:10-12, Exodus 30:11-13a, 15, 34-38.

4% Chattat and ascham offetings in Leviticus 4-5, Numbers 5:5-8, 15:22-31.

1 See for example Genesis 32:20, 33:4,8-11.

42 Exodus 23:15, 34:20.

493 Leviticus 1:4.

M See for example 1 Corinthians 1:9-10.

5 Romans 12:10; 1 Thessalonians 4:9 and Hebrews 13:1.

46 1 Pet 2:17 and 5:9.

47 Romans 16:16; 1 Corinthians 16:20; 2 Corinthians 13:12 and 1 Thessalonians 5:26.
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the fact that hostility and division among people ought not to remain unaddressed.
Especially the episties abound with strong arguments and exhortations made to promote
unity and togetherness among people who by their birth and situadon were different
from, and even hostile 1o, one another.

Ephesians 2:14ff is a noteworthy example of a text in which the situation of
human division and alienation is addressed rather explicitly. The Pauline writer argues
that through Christ, those who ate and have been hostile towards one another (in this
case, the Gentile and Jewish Christians) are “made one”, Chnst has “broken down the
wall of division/partition” between the two parties. Through the cross both “are
reconciled unto God in one body”, their enmity has been abolished (“slain”, see 2:16).
This reconciliation, which occurs in and through the cross of Christ, creates a situation of
belonging together, of being “fellow-citizens”, belonging to the “household of God”
(2:19). In verse 22, it is said that the two groups are “built together” (to form a temple, a
habitation for God’s Spit), i.e. are forged together in a common duty, for a common goal
and purpose.

A further pertinent example of a text in the epistles that addresses human division
is 2 Corinthians 5:16ff, frequently teferred to as the “song of reconciliation” (Kaiser
1996:183). Seen again in the context of Christ’s saving work on the cross, Paul urges his
readers to not “know” any person “according to the flesh”, i.e. to niot consider and
evaluate people according to their extemnally perceived characteristics (e.g. nationality,
family, race, gender). The qualities in people that are so often the cause of dispute and
hostility — like cultural background, social class, or race — are considered ineffectual and of
no consequence. They can therefore no longer create partitions between people. In
Christ, all have been made new, and therefore all are equal (5:17). Since “all things are of
God”, and God has reconciled humanity to Godself “by Jesus Christ”, people have
become heirs to “the ministry of reconciliation” (5:18), and are called to live and proclaim
the “word of reconciliaton” (5:19). The main work of God is to reconcile humans — to
Godself and 1o one another*®. In this text, humans are entreated to take on their role as
“ambassadors for Christ” (5:20), to be “workers together with him” (6:1), which primarily
involves broadcasting the word of reconciliation and implementing the ministry of
reconciliation. 2 Corinthians 5 is a call to live a reconciled and reconciling life, a
transformed and transforming life.

Treatises on and calls to reconciliation are responses to real contexts of social
enmity. Addressing conflict or hostility between people or groups is a fairly common
theme in Scpture. Actual situations of social conflict mentioned in the New Testament
include, for example, the dispute surrounding the apostle’s council in Jerusalem (Acts 15;
Galatians 2:1-10) (Stiickelberger 1988:434), the many conflicts in Coninth concerning
among other things Paul’s authority and apostleship, the propagation of heresies, massive
divisions between Jews and Gentiles (2 Corinthians 5), the plight of the Jerusalem
congregation (:436-7), and various social disputes in Rome, Ephesus, and Colossea (:437-
9). Although it is seen in connection to concrete situations of human conflict,
reconciliation is in many cases regarded as an eschatological event, a characteristic of the
antcipated Reign of God. It is not yet fully achieved, but stands in the eschatological
tension of that which is “already, but not yet”. Reconciliation is one of the aspects of
eschatological fulfilment, and of abundant “eternal” life. Itis an ingredient of anticipated
dynamic new life. Therefore it can be argued that there is a strong prophetic force in the
call for reconciliation (Stiickelberger 1988:351). The eschatological thrust of
reconciliation implies standing in active, hope-filled conflict with the powers of evil, and
in openness towards God’s moving spirit (:353).

As Klein’s rubric of the justice aspect of reconciliation suggests (see above),
reconciliation in the Bible often appears in relation to the theme of peace and justice.

498 These two aspects of reconciliation are seen in indissoluble unity.
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Peace and justice are, like reconciliation, crucial components of the Old Testament
concept of Shalom, or the New Testament idea of the Reign of God, both of which are
metaphors for a state of comprehensive well-being. So it is that the God who brings
about reconciliation is a God of peace (1 Corinthians 14:33), who strives to establish
peace on earth (Luke 2:14), and encourages humankind to be at peace with God (Romans
5:1). This God urges people to proclaim the gospel of peace (Ephesians 6:15), and to
renounice war and enmity and choose reconstruction by “beating swords into
ploughshares and spears into pruning hooks” (Isaiah 2:4). It is indeed a God who blesses
the peacemakers of the world (Matthew 5:9). There is no indication whatsoever that
(social) justice and (social) reconciliation are to be seen as opposites. Indeed, one can
safely assume that they are indeed intimately connected. (Klein 1999:86-88)

It has been argued that reconciliation as a concept or theme is referred to abundanty in
the New Testament as well as in the Old Testament, and indeed has much to say to
situations of division and hostility among human beings (Baumgartner 1998:34). Yet I
have also tried to show that “reconciliation” is in fact a2 complex term to elaborate. Itis
not a clear and simple task to unravel “what the Bible says” about reconciliation, because
the term itself is fraught with difficulty and multifatious layers of meaning. Certainly,
some points of significance can be inferred from a study of the use of the term, as has
been attempted above. Yet one must be cautious about “an unreflected usage of
‘reconciliation™ (Breytenbach 1986:17). Since the term is deeply attached to Paul’s
explanation of the saving effect of Jesus’ death, one would do well in consideting in more
depth the significance of the narrative of the cross for the reconciliation question. (This
will be carried out in section 3.2) Breytenbach (n.d.} suggests leaving aside the Biblical
notion of “reconciliation” altogether, and focussing instead on the term “forgiveness”.
He holds that forgiveness ts a more helpful New Testament theological term in the debate
about social reconciliation, because it can be assessed with more exegetical clarity and
firmness — unlike the complex and partially misleading and ambiguous concept of
reconciliation. Indeed, Breytenbach (n.d.) claims that the idea of forgiveness is a better
(i.e. more authentic and unambiguous) Christian conttibution to the discussion
concerning social reconciliation in South Africa. Indeed, for this reason I will turn my
attention to the concept of forgiveness in section 3.3.

Having explored in rough strokes the terminology as well as some of the
theological assertions concerning reconciliation in the Bible, I now wish to consider some
of the stories that illustrate situations of reconciliation, and that foreground certain
theological views of reconciliation by means of narrative depiction. In most cases in the
Bible, reconciliation is talked of descriptively in pictures and stoties instead of
dogmatically in formulations and precepts (Klein 1999:58), although even the latter may
not be ignored. Therefore, the Christian hertage has a rich store of “grand stories of
confession, forgiveness, reconciliation and truth” (Botman 1996:37) to offer. Balcomb
(2000:51) insists that “for any knowledge to be meaningful it must be placed in the
context of a story”. He even suggests that “no facts, propositions, dogmas, or doctrines
have meaning unless they are put into the context of a story”.*” Since I agree with the
“centrality of narrative as a fundamental epistemological category” (Balcomb 2000:54), 1
now turn to some of the prominent stories found in the Bible that deal with reconciliation
among human beings. I do not attempt to look at the plethora of stories of reconciliation
exhaustively, but merely wish to point out a few selected examples.

499 See also Hauerwas and Jones (1989).
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3.1.3 Some stories of reconciliation in the Bible
The story of Jesus’ life and ministry
Perhaps the most profound foundation for a theology of reconciliation to be found in
Scripture is the story of the central figure in Christian faith himself, Jesus of Nazareth.*”
The story of Jesus arguably represents the Christian “master text”*”, and demonstrates
Klein’s (1999:58) third aspect of reconciliation in the Bible, viz. the christological aspect.
Stlickelberger (1988:370ff) argues that the great narrative of Jesus expounds the three key
interwoven themes of liberation, judgement and reconciliation. According to
Stiickelberger (1988:396), there exists a dialectic relationship between liberation,
judgement and reconciliation in Jesus’ life and ministry. Conceptually speaking, liberation
tepresents the thesis, judgement the andithesis, and reconciliation the synthesis. As it
were, reconciliation is considered impossible without liberation and judgement.

The first moment, or the thesis, signalled by Jesus’ life action is liberation.*”
Thete are endless examples of Jesus’ efforts to liberate people — from exploitation,
oppression, gender and racial bias, their own guilt and sin, tradition and custom, etc.
Liberaton from social hostility and lack of community was also one of Jesus’ prime
targets in his ministry. So it is that he encouraged liberating table-communion among
unlikely participants (e.g. Mark 2:15, 6:39-41; Luke 7:34-36, 12:37, 14:13-15)
(Stiickelberger 1988:379), liberating justice and equality, especially for “sinners” and tax-
collectors (e.g. Matthew 20:1-15; Luke 1:48,52) (:381), and liberating boundary-crossing,
i.e. actions which revealed that social, religious, racial, national, ideological, class, gender,
familiar or temporal boundaries no longer separated and alienated people from one
another (e.g. Luke 10:29-37) (:383). Moreover, Jesus promoted liberating freedom from
self(-involvement) and egocentrism, liberating abstinence from retaliation or aggression
(e.g. Matthew 10:14, 16, 23; Luke 22:49-51, 23:9; John 7:30, 10:39, 11:54), and the
liberation from compulsion, entailing discerning and awaiting the nght dme (Kopos) for
things (:385).

Juxtaposed to the elements of liberation, Stiickelberger identifies judgement in
Jesus’ life praxis.*? Judgement stands in antithesis to liberation, and yet is as much a
component of ultimate reconciliaton as liberation is. It can be seen in Jesus’ admonition
to choose what is right, even when it leads to disagreements (e.g. Luke 12:51). The law is
not neglected by Jesus (see Matthew 5:17-20), but is seen as an instrument of liberation,
and ultimately, reconciliation.”™ So it makes sense that Jesus is the herald of both the
beatitudes and the woes, since these are to be seen in relation to each other (Stiickelberger
1988:387). Jesus also promotes judgement as disclosure of injustice (John 3:19; Hebrews
4:12) (:388), and even puts forward the notion that judgement is grace insofar as
redemption is the goal of judgement (John 3:17, 12:47; Luke 9:56). Indeed, Jesus can be
identified as standing in the prophetic tradition of the just judge (Isaiah 1:17, 11:3f) (:390),
since he does not shrink from judging the rich and the Pharisees when it is necessary
(Luke 6:24, 12:15, 19:8; Matthew 6:21, 24) (:393). As a judge of their self-centredness, he
further calls oppressors to solidarity with the oppressed (:395).

The synthesis of liberation and judgement in Jesus’ life praxis lies in his
reconciliatory activity. Stiickelberger identifies one of the main elements of this actvity as
being reconciling forgiveness (Matthew 9:2, 5, 18:21-22; Mark 2:5-7; Luke 5:20, 7:48). A

500 Although the Bible depicts at Jeast four versions of the story of Jesus (i.e. in form of the gospels), I
nevertheless wish to refer to them in a combined fashion s 4 story,

30i See Villa-Vicencio’s discussion of the existence of “master texts” for the social identity and collective
memory of a group (2000:25).

02 See also Kaiser (1996:204) who insists that in Christ liberation and reconciliaton coincide and cannot —
may not — be separated.

503 “So wie das Gericht Voraussetzung und Bestandtes der VersShnung ist, so ist die Befreiung
Voraussetzung und Bestandteil des Geriches.”

504 See also 2 Corinthians 3:9.
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further practice in Jesus’ ministry that promotes reconciliation is non-violence (Matthew
5:38-42), whereby it is an active/suffering, not a passive/accepting sort of non-violence
{Stiickelberger 1988:403). Jesus also practised and called for reconciling love of one’s
“enemy” (Luke 6:27f; Matthew 5:43-48) (:405), which often included taking the first step
toward communion with that person (Matthew 5:39-42), and prayer for that person
(Matthew 5:44). Jesus’ entire life was devoted to proclaiming and living reconciling peace
(:407), a peace which was inevitably connected to an order of liberation and justce (Isaiah
42:1-4; Luke 4:18-21; Ephesians 2:14) (:409). The path of his life, which included
liberadon, judgement and reconciliation, culminated in the cross. Liberation, judgement
and reconciliation were therefore brought to fulfilment in the cross, argues Stiickelberger
(1988:410ff). The importance and efficacy of the narrative of the cross will be illuminated
in the subsequent section (3.2).

Old Testament stories of reconciliation

The Old Testament abounds with stories and symbols of reconciliation. In the following
paragraphs I will mention some of the key narratives that deal with issues pertaining to
reconciliation.

A definite sign of reconciliation between God and humanity is the rafnbow. The
most famous passage in which it is described is Genesis 9:13-14, embedded in the story of
Noah, where it is linked to God’s covenant of peace with “the earth”, i.e. with the entire
created order. The original meaning of the metaphot was that the sign of war — the wat-
bow — was hung up in the sky, L.e. not used for war, but removed from the hands of
warring parties (Stiickelberger 1988:351). The rainbow is therefore a symbol of the
cessation of war, and the beginning of new, peaceful relations.

The story of Cain and Abel (Genesis 4) is probably one of the most arresting
stoties of brother hate which leads to estrangement from God. It shows how human
relationships gone sour also lead to schism with God (Klein 1999:32ff). Where sin is not
checked, enmity and possibly fratricide are the result. The result of the tragic conflict
between two brothers is punishment, exile and curse (4:11-12). The simple lesson of this
ancient story is that refusal to reconcile, and persistence in hostility, leads to fratricide and
its effects; failure to reconcile has negative consequences, while reconciliation has positive
consequences (Klein 1999:34).

The novella of Joseph and his brothers (Genesis 37-50) is a further Old Testament
story of reconciliation. It portrays the overcoming of estrangement between brothers
Klein 1999:34£f; Schenker 1981:15ff). For reconciliation to occur, the perpetrators of
injustice (the brothers of Joseph) need to experience a change of heart (42:21). The
prerequisites for forgiveness and reconciliation are both repentance®” from the side of the
guilty, and willingness of the victim to forgive and abstain from retribution (45:5).
Repentance involves recognition of having done injustice, and an acceptance of blame.
Not seldom it may even involve fear of retribution, as in the case of the brothers (45:3).
Ultimately, repentance must lead to transformation towards a position of solidarity (see
Judah’s protection of Benjamin and Jacob in chapter 44) and a new disposition
concerning the relationship to the victim. According to Klein (1999:36),

Die beiden Elemente — die Vergebungsbereitschaft statt der Rache bei dem

Geschidigten und die innere Umkehr vom Unrecht durch Gesinnungswandel und

eine neue Einstellung zum Gegeniiber auf Seiten der Schuldigen — miissen

zusammentreffen, um Verséhnung méglich zu machen.

In this story there is no talk of punishment out of vengeance. Although rightful
punishment of injustice and malicious deeds is common in the Old Testament, the story
of Joseph trdes to forward a higher ideal. It tries to show that punishment is not helpful in
the struggle for reconciliation, and that it certainly is not a virtuous option once

%5 In German, “Umkehr”.
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forgiveness is pronounced (Klein 1999:37; Schenker 1981:38-9). Essentially, the sign of
reconciliation is that the situation changes from alienation to harmony (see 43:15). In the
Joseph story this movement toward social harmony does not involve revenge or
punishment. Concrete acts of penance®™ or atonement are not demanded, however
tepentance™ and a willingness to suffer for the wrongs committed is encouraged
(Schenker 1981:40).

The intriguing story of Dawid and Uniah (2 Samuel 11-12) is an example of a
situation in which mutual human reconciliation is no longer possible (Klein 1999:37ff;
Schenker 1981:41ff). David and Utiah cannot be reconciled because Uriah is dead (on
account of David’s instructions). However, the need for forgiveness and release from
sinful unjust actions remains, and becomes the topic of this narrative depiction. Although
David cannot become reconciled with his victim, he nevertheless needs to be freed from
his guilt, released from his act of injustice, “reconciled” as it were with the past. The
challenging words spoken by the wise man Nathan become the catalyst for David’s
repentance (see 12:1ff). In this story we learn that only after he has shown regret for his
evil deed is forgiveness possible (Schenker 1981:52). Only once recognition and
acceptance of guilt of the unjust deed is achieved by the perpetrator, i.e. once he has been
led to regret and compunction, does the death penalty fall away (12:13,16-17) (Klein
1999:40). Indeed the just punishment is not exacted because of David’s repentant spint.
Nevertheless, the damage caused by the perpetrator ought to be addressed — and
redressed — as far as possible. Since complete restoration of the former state is not
possible in this case, David has to bear the consequence of substitutionary
compensation”” (Schenker 1981:53); he has to undergo some suffering (see 12:14ff).
“Statt Wiedergutmachung, die an dem Geschidigten nicht mehr moglich ist, wird hier
ersatzweise eigenes Leiden gefordert” (Klein 1999:40). In effect, what is expected of the
perpetrator is indirect restitution (Schenker 1981:53), because direct restitution is no
longer possible under the given circumstances.

It can be argued that this narrative shows the two moments of regret. The first is
deliberately and consciously facing the past to ascertain the level and amount of harm
done. It may involve being made aware of one’s iniquity by another party {e.g. Nathan).
The second is looking to the future, acknowledging responsibility for restmtion, and
taking on the task of correcting the injustice done (Schenker 1981:52). The story of
David further wants to show that fleeing from the consequences of unjust action is not
possible. Sooner or later the injustice committed will come back to haunt the perpetrator
(Schenker 1981:53), and its adverse effects will become manifest. Ultimately, wrongs
must be redressed in order for reconciliation to occur. Part of reconciliation is the
amendment of a state of injustice.

The year of Jubilee (Leviticus 25:10-17) is an Old Testament institution which was
introduced for the sake of equalising social relationships and overcoming social injustices
which caused division and hosdlity. It tried to create economic and social circumstances
conducive to amicable and peaceful human interaction. Every fifty years the people were
to balance out all unequal relations, e.g. between landowners and tenants, employers and
employees, natives and foreigners, debtors and lenders. God explicitly admonishes the
people to refrain from oppressing one another (25:14,17), and to abolish the grounds for
exploitation, thereby reconciling opponents and effecting a situation of social harmony
and peaceful equilibrium.*” “The Jubilee was a proclamation of renewal: the restoration

30 “Bufle”.

%07 “Reue und Umbkehs™.

%6 In German, “cine Ersatzleistung tun, ein Opfer bringen, eine andere "Wiedergutmachung’ auf sich
nehmen”,

% Such policies are also often reflected in the prophetic writings and in some historical texts. Nehemiah
5:1-19, for example, seeks to “help the wealthy (creditors) to recognize that they are indebted to the poor
and that it is their moral responsibility to restore both the capital or the means of production plus a
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of people, of social relationships, of nature itself. It has a critical and prophetical
potential,” explains Nissen (2003:8). It was an expression of an “oikoumene of solidarity”
(Raiser 1991:63-65, 86-87).

Reconciliation storves in the New Testament

Like the Old Testament, the New Testament boasts a multiplicity of stories and symbols
that are connected with reconciliation. I have already explored in rough strokes the focal
point of the New Testament, namely the great story about Jesus the Galilean. Besides this
story, and in many cases woven into this story, are other narratives of reconciliation.
Below 1 mention but a few.

The parable of the two sons (commonly known as that of the “prodigal son”) in Luke
15:11-32 is one of the most overt invitations to reconciliation in the New Testament
(Klein 1999:41ff). It displays reconciliation after alienation berween the father and the
son, and it challenges and encourages reconciliation between the two brothers. In this
parable the reason for reconciliation is not, as in many Old Testament stories, cotrect and
repentant action from the side of the wrongdoer. Itis rather the love of the father to his
sons, their belonging to his household and their participation and ownership in his wealth
and estate that is the basis for reconciliation®’ (Klein 1999:44). The radical notion that
there are and can be no prerequisites for reconciliation is suggested here. It is a gift,
beginning with forgiveness offered by the person who has been wronged. The father
awaits the sinner with open arms before he can even begin to show any remorse (although
one could argue that his return is in itself a sign of compunction).

In this parable it is not easy to label who is the victim and who the perpettator. In
a sense, the perpetrator has become a victim, and is at the mercy of his “victim” (i.e. the
prodigal son, who has offended his father, becomes dependent upon the father). The one
who has been wronged is in a more powerful posidon than the wrongdoer. These power-
_ dynatnics, of course, have an impact on the process of reconciliation. What stands,
however, is the fact that here reconciliation starts from the side of the stronger one, from
the one who is in the right; the first step needs to be taken by this one (Klein 1999:45).
The initiative for reconciliation comes from the one who has been harmed by the actions
of the other. Paradoxically, the wrongdoer has also been harmed by his wrong actions. It
becomes clear that both parties have suffered from the wrong done by the one, both are
affected by the wrong done by one. And both crave the unity and harmony of a restored
relationship.

The parable of the “wicked servant” (Matthew 18:21-35) is also a story about
reconciliation. It is, however, about reconciliation denied (Klein 1999:46ff}, Here we see
the basis for reconciliation among human beings to be self-received forgiveness®' (Kletn
1999:48). The forgiver is capable and willing to forgive because he has himself been
forgiven. Being freed from one’s own debt is the propeller and the guiding force for
one’s own generosity and ability to grant forgiveness. Forgiveness of one’s debtor ought
to occur seventy-seven times — a number which is used symbolically to mean without
limit, always, without questioming, Interpreted in a theocentric way, this story tells us that
once God has forgiven, we can and also ought to forgive. As it were, reconciliation with
our neighbour is seen as the fruit or effect of reconciliation with God (Klein 1999:49).
Viewed anthropologically, this parable suggests that forgiveness can only take place
between people if it is mutually and generously offered.

substantial amount of the interest gained over the year. This was a basic step in the restoration of broken
relationships and bringing about reconciliation” (Moyo 2002:297).

510 “Es ist die Sohnschaft der Sohne, das Vatersein des Vaters, die die Grundlage der Versdhnung bilden,
die dort notig wird, wo Entfremdung eingetreten ist.”

511 The Greek term for forgiveness (G} means to “let go of”, “give away” (Klein 1999:50).
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It seems that the parable of the “tlever manager” (Luke 16:1-8a) opposes the
pronouncement about reconciliation conveyed through the parable of the “wicked
servant”. It proclaims that victims forgive their perpetrators in order that God may
forgive®, not because God forgives. The logic of the process of reconciliation seems
reversed. Here, reconciliation with one’s neighbour is, as it were, a prerequisite for
reconciliation with God (Klein 1999:57). If humans do not show willingness to reconcile
and forgive, then God will not show forgiveness either. Perhaps the two parables’
pronouncements are not, however, to be seen as opposites, but rather as two sides of the
same coin.”’ Seen together, they assert that reconciliation is a gift and a requirement, it is
grace and law, it is offered freely and achieved through hard work. Indeed, Klein would
argue that the Biblical witness testifies to reconciliation as both a gift and a call or duty®™.
Similarly, it is both a state and a process, being and becoming®'*. Reconciliation is a gift
which inevitably requires effort; it requires the transformation of people through self-
judgement, acceptance of guilt, and repentance (Klein 1999:45).°"

Besides the three parables mentioned above there are many other accounts in the
New Testament which witness to inter-personal reconciliation. For example there is the
story of the foot-washing in John 13:1-17 (Klein 1999:72), Jesus admonishing his disciples
in Matthew 18:15-17, and the story of Zacchaeus’ repentance through public confession
and testorative action in Luke 19:1-10 (:85). Let it at this point suffice to say that the New
Testament has a number of examples of stories that address the topic of reconciliation,
and that much insight can be gleaned from these stories. There is, however, diversity, and
even some ambivalence and discrepancy, in the Biblical witness regarding reconciliation.
One would do well not to try to harmonise the different stories as though they all had one
and the same message, since this would do injustice to the fact that the messages the Bible

conveys about reconciliation are multi-facetted and varied.

The richness of the Biblical tradition regarding social reconciliation has merely been
hinted at in this section. It is beyond the capacity of this investigation to exhibit all the
allusions to the theme of reconciliaton mentoned in the Bible, Through a brief overview
of certain exegetical issues surrounding the terminology, as well as a cursory appraisal of
some narratives of reconciliation, 1 have identified key elements of what Christian
Scripture has to bring to the table. In the following sections, some of the motifs I have
touched on in this section will be evaluated in more depth.

3.2. The narrative of the cross and resurrection as basis for Christian
notions of reconciliation

The next “resource” I want to elaborate that Christian tradition has to offer flows from
the first. It is, for Christians, the most elementary story witnessed to in Scripture — the
narrative of the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ.*” It is indeed the “central narrative

$12 See also Mark 11:25.

52 In both cases, forgiveness and reconciliadon are closely connected (Klein 1999:71).

5H Tt is “Gabe und Aufgabe”,

15 “Zustand und ProzeB”, “Sein und Werden™.

316 In order for forgiveness to be granted, Luke 17:3f emphasises the importance of remorse, while in
Matthew 18:21 there is no need for remorseful action on the side of the sinner (Stiickelberger 1988:400).
This ambiguity suggests different traditions running parallel in the New Testament. Stickelberger, however,
posits that repentance, remorse, transformation and reparation — as much as these are important co-themes
to forgiveness and reconciliation — are results or effects of forgiveness, not pretequisites for it (1988:401).
Forgiveness, he argues, is consistently considered a gift of grace, not an achievement.

517 See Root (1989:263-278) who discusses how soteriology may take on a narrative structure and shape.
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of the Christian faith” (Richardson 2001:52).*"® Many scholars agree that Christian
reconciliation praxis must involve, at its most basic level, a christological starting point
(Kaiser 1996:193). It will be argued that a contextual theology of the cross and the
tesurrection, which inevitably implies 2 hidden God, is possibly the most profound
paradigm Christian tradition has to offer to South Africa seeking reconciliation. 1 will
show that the cardinal story of the cross and resurrection is a powerful “external
narrative”, or “master text”*", that may be helpful in coming to terms with the complexity
of the South African past and present context. It provides a strong basis for social
reconciliation through its message of overcoming evil of the past, being inclusive rather
than separating, and fostering hope rather than apathy and pessimism. A theology of the
cross has the potency to cultivate and shape a “community of character”*”, a community
that attempts to come to terms with its past of turmoil and trauma, and searches for ways
to build a future of hope and wholeness, unity and peace. Being a Lutheran, I hete glean
from my denomtnational tradition which seeks to uphold the hermeneutics of the rheologia
érucis, as elaborated first by Paul and then by Martin Luther.

From the perspective of an overty Chnstian theological worldview, it may be
argued that the story of South Africa is one particular story of the cross. The original
story of the cross shows us that Jesus is the champion and the epitome of the crucified
people of the world. His story and their stories are a scandal to the world. They appear
utterly absurd. Yet to those who believe, these stories represent “the power of God” (1
Corinthians 1:18), albeit a hidden power. The power lies therein that the word of the
cross conveys God’s compassion and care for the oppressed, God’s solidarity with them,
God’s relentless protest against the evils (and evil-doers) of the wotld, and God’s struggle
with us for life and against death. The God of the ctoss is the God of the resutrecton,
and therefore the God of hope and victory over evil, injustice and despotism. Despair and
suffering no longer have the final word, but they are the locations of God’s revelation and
God’s divine solidarity, protest, and promise. Thus God is a trustworthy God, a God
whoin especially crucified peoples can rely on and believe in (also, and in our case, the
crucified ones in South Africa).

It is my contention that the God of the cross is a God who suffers, a God of
solidatity and protest, and 2 God of resurrection and renewal. In view of this, a theology
of the cross is an approprate and powerful theology for crucified peoples in general, and
for South African “crossbearers”*” in particular. It is also a powerful paradigm for
reconciliation in South Africa, as I argue in this section. Indeed, it is faith in the God of
the cross and the resurrection that enables reconciliaton among people who are and have
been separated and alienated from one another.

South African theology must seek to contemplate a way of being able to place the
experienced suffering of this nadon in a context that does not crush and debilitate, but
rather frees and heals people from the past. This is a crucial prerequisite for social healing
and reconciliation. Suffering of all kinds (i.e. physical, emotional, psychological and
spiritual) has pervaded many South Africans’ lives, and shapes how they view themselves,
their community, and the world. If people do not find any sense of purpose and
meaning in their suffering, they will be crippled by it — even when reflecting on it in
retrospect. They will not be able to overcome the sense of hopelessness and
pointlessness that overwhelms them in their state of suffering. Therefore, an
interpretation of suffering, and how God fits into the equation, becomes necessary for
helping communities to conquer their tribulations with vigour for life, and a positive spirit

12 It certainly can be seen as one of histoty’s “grand stones” of “forgiveness, reconciliation and truth”
(Botman 1996:37).

1% See Villa-Vicencio’s discussion of the existence of “master texts” for the social identity and collective
memeory of a group (2000:25).

520 This is a term used by Stanley Hauerwas (1986).

521 This a tetm used by Mofokeng (1983).
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for the future. An efficacious interpretation of people’s past suffering helps them to
identify themselves as “a nation of survivors” rather than “victims” (Tutu 1999:78), and
enables them to make the first step necessary for social reconciliation. Desmond Tutu, in
a speech at the end of one of the days of Truth and Reconciliation Commission hearings,
declares, “We have been silent and we have stared the beast of our dark past in the eye.
We have survived the ordeal and we are realising that we can indeed transcend the
conflicts of the past” (1999:78). This is only possible if the anguish is dealt with in a way
that provides meaning, and an incentive to move on into a brighter future with resilience
and putposefulness. Here it is argued that the story of the cross is a helpful tool in this
endeavour.’”

In section 3.2.1 I will outline the theology of the cross as passed down from the
stories of Jesus, the treatises of Paul and the deliberations of Martin Luther. This
theology provides the groundwork for my subsequent sections. 1 then, in section 3.2.2,
attempt to show, on the basis of my knowledge of the theology of the cross, how the
Christian God is the God revealed in the story of the cross. In section 3.2.3 I aim to
identify the story of the cross and resusrection in the story of South Africa, while in
section 3.2.4 1 argue that the story of the cross and resurrecdon is a viable external
narrative for South Africa. Finally, section 3.2.5 is about remembering the cross as a step
towards reconciliation. Throughout, my ultimate purpose is to show in what way the
narrative of the cross and resurrection (i.e. a contextual theology of the cross) can be a
helpful resource for South Africa in its quest for reconciliation.

3.2.1 The theology of the cross

It seems obvious that the story and the symbol of the crucified one, as expounded in the
Bible, are in some way constitutive and normative for a Chnstian theology of the cross.
The crucified one — both the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith — is at once the basis
and centre for a theology of the cross. Tracing the theological concept of the crucified
one begins with the historical Jesus.

The historical event of the cructfixcion of Jesus
Christians who want to remain faithful to their faith heritage “need historical reference

points sufficient to provide them with a guiding vision, which is different from that of the
dominant culture, which can know litde mote than political expediency and the absence
of conflict” (Richardson 2001:52). The nature of the Christian religion is such that it
bases itself on acts of God in history. For this reason, it is necessary to consider the
central figure (Jesus) and event (the crucifixion) of the Christian story historically.

Theologians and Biblical scholars agree that it is one thing to talk in theological
terms about Jesus, and quite another to talk about Jesus in historical terms (Crossan
1996:215-220)*”. It is beyond the scope of this study to engage in the discussion
concerning the historical accuracy of the New Testament narratives that tell of the death
of Jesus by crucifixion. Rather, 1 would like to assume for the sake of argument that the
historical Jesus, who for many has become the Christ of faith, was executed on a cross. 1
will not dispute the historical veracity of this assumption, but rather investigate what such
an assumption (which is indeed an integral part of the Christian religion) means for
people’s faith and theological deliberation today.

52 1 wish to remind the reader of my definition of reconciliation, outlined in section 1.1.3. In this
dissertation I do not focus on the peétical (which includes the judicial and economic) components of
reconciliation, since such reflection is beyond my area of expertise, and would make this study far too
extensive. Therefore, in this section, my primary aim is not to make concrete practical suggestions
concerming possible political applications of a theology of the cross (e.g. what the cross might mean for
issues surrounding human rights, democracy or economic justice).

58 Crossan illustrates the distinction between historical versus theological scholarship conceming Jesus.
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According to Martin Hengel, death by crucifixion was, during the time of Jesus’
earthly life, a “barbaric form of execution of utmost cruelty” (1997:114). Crucifixion was
considered one of the most severe punishments executed at that tme. According to
Roman law, cruciftxion as the “supreme penalty” was reserved for the absolutely
unforgivable crimes of rebellion against the Roman State and authority, “violent” crimes
and robbery (Hengel 1997:138ff). Moreover, crucifixion was deemed the “slaves’
punishment,” i.e. for slaves who tried to escape from their masters, showed any form of
rebelliousness, or attempted to kill their masters (:143). John Crossan adds that
crucifixion was “particularly reserved for slaves, bandits, rebels, or anyone designated to
be dishonored to their level” (1996:163). Only in rare cases were Roman citizens
executed by crucifixion — generally, this penalty was considered too gruesome for petsons
of Roman birth (who were deemed inherently superior because of their Roman heritage)
(Hengel 1997:143).

Hengel concludes that crucifixion “is a manifestation of trans-subjective evil, a
form of execution which manifests the demonic character of human cruelty and
bestiality” (1997:179). Indeed, there is no doubt that the death we believe Jesus to have
died was one of extreme pain and humiliation. He died the death of a criminal of lowest
and worst reputation, someone “considered 4 ... nobody” (Crossan 1996:161). He died
being publicly scomed, mocked and disgraced. It becomes clear that “the earliest
Christian message of the crucified messiah demonstrated the ‘solidarity’ of the love of
God with the unspeakable suffering of those who were tortured and put to death by
human cruelty” (Hengel 1997:180).

It is significant that the one whom we call the Son of God, the Chosen One of
God, the Lord and Saviour, the Incarnation, died a violent death, as a despised criminal, at
the hands of human authonties. He died an unjust death at the hands of an exploitative,
oppressive state. This death, more than any other, displays the weakness, the scandal, the
gruesome reality of the cross. It is true that “the pardcular form of the death of Jesus, the
man and the messiah, represents a scandal which people would like to blunt, remove or
domesticate in any way possible” (Hengel 1997:182).

Not only did the manner of Jesus’ dyfng involve immense pain and suffering, but
the context in which he /red was also one of hardship and angwish. His (low) social status
and his deep compassion for the poor and oppressed led him to see and participate in the
pain of harsh daily living.** Unjustly high economic taxes ctippled many in Judea, and led
them to poverty. Poverty, as we know even in the contemporary setting, causes all sorts
of other social and psychological evils, such as poor health care, sub-standard education
and housing, gangsterism, violence, crime, despair, hopelessness and inferiority
complexes. Jesus saw all this, and indeed lived with it and through it, because most of the
people he associated with were those who suffered from these grievances. We can
therefore say that Jesus was, in life, as well as in death, a “crossbearer” — one who bore
suffering and strife, hardship and pain. Both his profound compassion for people who
were oppressed and in anguish, and his vehement protest against the forces that caused
the oppression caused him to be a man of the cross, literally and figuratively. In
acknowledging the historical Jesus of Nazareth as the key figure of cur faith and theology,
we have to locate the reality of the cross in his person. A theology of the cross, from a
Christian perspective, starts with the story of the man Jesus — a man who at the hands of
an oppressive and unjust system died a violent death as an innocent victim.

$# Nolan (1992:35) explains, *"The English word “compassion” is far too weak to express the emotion that
moved Jesus. The Greek verb splagehnizomai used in all these texts is derived from the noun splagehnon,
which means intestines, bowels, entrails or heart, that is to say, the inward parts from which suong
emotions seem to atise. The Greek word therefore means 2 movement or impulse that wells up from one’s
very entrails, a gut reaction. ...English translators ... do not caprure the deep physical and emotional
flavour of the Greek word for compassion.”
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The Pauline beritage

We can say mote about how the story of the historical Jesus was appropriated and
interpreted by the early believers, because we have a strong witness in the New
Testament. Since dealing with all Biblical references to the cross is beyond the scope of
this study, I have chosen to mention one which, in my opinion, is of central significance.
It is my contention that the Pauline text of 1 Corinthians 1:17-2:5 is pivotal in
understanding some of the essentials of the cross of Jesus Christ. That is, this particular
text is foundational in the articulation of a theology of the cross. In this passage, Paul
highlights the key thematic paradoxes of wisdom-in-foolishness and power-in-weakness,
as well as the motif of the hiddenness of God in the cross of suffenng. Simon Maimela
(1993:62) states that

in the same way in which he developed the doctrine of justification by faith in

critical opposition to the doctrine of justification by works in Rom 1:17ff, Paul

developed the theology of the cross in 1 Cor 1:1ff against human wisdom and
indirect knowledge of God that might be gained from human contemplation of

God’s works of creation.

In light of the emphatic nature of the message of 1 Corinthians 1, the cross is
clearly central to Paul’s understanding of Christian life and conduct. James Dunn
(1998:208) claims that “the centre of gravity of Paul’s theology is to be found ... in the
death and resurrection of Jesus”. Itis this passage’s “demand that theological reflection
begin with the message of the crucified Messiah” that makes it “a disconcerting one”
{Cousar 1990:27). Indeed, the cross can be argued to be the foundation of the church.
Not only is it the “historical foundation” (Penna 1996:45), but the word of the cross is
considered to be the “perennial origin and verification of the Church” (:52).

From the onset of this passage, Paul makes clear that a disunction exists between
“eloquent wisdom” (1:17) and the message of “the cross of Christ.”” He asserts that
wisdom, as ordinary people perceive it, stands in opposition and contrast to the word of
the cross. In 1:18, this discrepancy is shown even more starkly. The word of the cross is
described as “foolishness” (“folly”) ** to those “who ate perishing”. In his elaboration of
the mouf of wisdom (1:19-20), Paul concludes with a rhetorical question which affirms
that God has “made foolish the wisdom of the world”. The antithesis of the world’s
wisdom and the word of the cross is made explicit. Implicit in this argument is that “the
world” considers the word of the cross to be foolishness, but, ironically, #s wisdom is
what is actually foolish from the point of view of God and the cross (and those “who are
being saved”). Later, in 1:23, the word of the cross is explicitly stated to be “foolishness
to the Gentiles”. Throughout, it becomes clear that for Paul, the unfathomable wisdom
of God, which is deemed foolishness by the world, is “not merely superior to the world’s
but as belonging to an entirely different order. ... The single most fundamental theological
concepton here ... is the existence of one God whose reality transcends and sutpasses all
other realiies” (Furnish 1993:67). What “the preaching of the crucified does is to reveal
the radical discontinuity between God and the wotld” (Cousar 1990:30).

The fact that the opposite of the wisdom of the world is the word of the cross, i.e.
“Chast crucified” (1:22), indicates that “specifically the awajfed Christ discloses the nature
of God’s power and wisdom. The cross is thus definitive for a properly Christian
understanding of God” (Furnish 1993:68). Paul wants to emphasize that it is exactly in
and through the weakness, hideousness and seeming hopelessness of the cross of Chist
that God reveals God’s power. The paradox is that what seems weak is indeed most
powerful. What is needed to have such a discerning perception is the lens of one “who is

525 Hengel (1997:107ff) argues that the religious tradiGon of Docetism was “a way of removing the “folly’ of
the cross.” The theology of the cross in its starkness was too offensive; it had to be domesticated and
softened.
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being saved”. One “who is perishing” cannot understand this ostensible contradiction.
Faith, therefore, is the key to perceiving God’s veiled revelation.

It is interesting to note that in both 1:23 and 2:2, Paul uses the perfect tense for
the word “(to be) crucified” (ectavpwpevov). The use of this verb tense, instead of the
more widely used imperfect ot present tenses, signifies that Paul wants to communicate
that “Chnst in fact continues to be crucified” (Furnish 1993:68). Greek scholars agree
that the perfect tense is usually used to convey that an action which took place in the past
continues to have effect and impact in the present. In connection to this, Paul elsewhere
makes his profound theological assertion that to be a Christian is to participate in the death
(and resurrection) of Christ.** As the body of Christ, believers are constantly being
crucified, so that, in a theological sense, Christ himself never ceases to be crucified.

Lauther's theologia crucis

The Pauline pronouncement of God’s hidden power-in-weakness and wisdom-in-
foolishness is exactly where the Lutheran dogmatic-theological tradition of the theology
of the cross roots itself. Luther, an ardent scholar of the Scriptures, grappled with the
entire Biblical corpus to reformulate those aspects of Roman Catholic theclogy and praxis
of the late medieval age which he found to be problematic. His exposition of Paul’s focus
on the folly and offence of the cross drew him to perceive God's presence in invisible and
unexpected places. Luther insisted that the theology of his time employ an alternative
hermeneutics for understanding God’s revelation than was common. This hermeneutics
1s what came to be known as the theologia crucis, the theology of the cross. (Blakely 1999:55)

Luther coined the term in 1518 and used it in vanious contexts (Lohse 1999:36).
Bernhard Lohse argues that the zbeologra crucis was directed primanly against proponents of
scholasticism and the humanism of Erasmus (Lohse 1999:36).% It is in Luther’s theses
for the Heidelberg Disputation that the theology of the cross took on precise formulation.
The four articles of the Heidelberg Disputation that are generally acknowledged to be the
basis and centre of the sheologia cructs are the nineteenth to the twenty-second. They read,

That person does not deserve to be called a theologian who looks upon the

invisible things of God as though they were clearly perceptible in those things

which have actually happened [Rom. 1:20]. ... He deserves to be called a

theologian, however, who comprehends the visible and manifest things of God

seen through suffering and cross. ... A theology of glory calls eval good and good
evil. A theology of the cross calls the thing what it actually is. ... That wisdom
which sees the invisible things of God in works as petceived by man is puffed up,

blinded, and hardened. (LW 1:52-53)**

For Luther, the theology of the cross is not “a chapter in theology but a specific
kind of theology” (von Loewenich 1976:18). The cross, as it were, is the crucial focal
point of all theology, and indeed must inform and shape the entire theological enterprise.
The theology of the cross can therefore not be located neatly in one of the traditional
categoties of theology, i.e. soteriology or Christology. Rather, it pervades all of these
categories and shapes how we deliberate, argue and act theologically. Walther von
Loewenich (1976:18) insists “it belongs to the doctrine of the wotk of God in the same
way as it belongs to the doctrine of the work of Chnst”.

Essentially, the cross provides the appropriate lens through which to do theology.
Lohse (1996:39) quotes the following “trenchant formulas” which summanse “the

52 See for example Romans 6:1-11; 2 Corinthians 5:14-15; Galatians 6:14.

527 The theologia crucis became the theological standard and academic ensign of the Wittenberg University.
See also Blaumeiser (1995:44).

528 When quoting Luther, ] always use the American Edition of Lutber’s Works, abbreviated as “LW”. I also
mention the volume in which the quotation occuts, as well as the page references within that volume.
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significance of the cross for the Wittenberg theology he represented” from Luther’s
Operationes in Psalmor.

“CRUX sola est nostra theologia,” or “Crux probat omnia,” which means that

“the cross puts everything to the test,” “preserves everything,” or, “only the cross

is judge and witness to the truth.”*®
Although it is clear that Luther here employs his familiar mode of slight exaggeration to
make a polemical statement against his doctrinal opponents, we have to acknowledge that
he is quite intent on unequivocally emphasising the cross as the basis and focal point of all
deliberation about God and theology. One could argue that the main theological accent
of the Protestant Reformation, the doctrine of justification, is intricately linked to
deliberation about the cross. The cross is the most radical sign that God is willing and
able to accept unconditionally those who are unacceptable.” God does not agree with or
approve of the cross. It is utterly atrocious — even and especially to God — because it
witnesses to the depravity and sinfulness of human existence.” Despite its connotations
and what it reveals in terms of human fallibility and evil, God identifies with the cross,
and turns it into a sign of grace and salvation. In essence, God’s identification with the
cross (and the crucified) is a manifestation of God’s acceptance of the unacceptable
(Nirnberger 2001:143). This is, in turn, the essence of the doctrine of justification by
grace,

Without the lens of the cross, which Luther insists is the proper approach to
theology, one risks falling into a theology of glory.*® The theologia crucis, which is
fundamentally a theology of a hidden, invisible God (the Dews absconditus) is defined in its
antithests to a “theology of glory” (theologia gloriae) which depicts God as visible and overt
(von Loewenich 1976:27ff; Gnatsch and Jenson 1976:47; Asendorf 1970:13). In line with
Paul, Luther considers there to be such a thing as “wisdom-in-foolishness”, and even goes
a step further in defying those who do not hold to this kind of wisdom, but who “see the
invisible things of God in works as perceived by man” as being “completely puffed up,
blinded, and hardened” (Heidelberg Disputation, LW 1:52-53). Kazoh Kitamori claims that
“in fact Luther’s whole theology rests in the concept of the ‘hidden God™ (1965:106). In
Kitamori’s terms, the theology of glory seeks to advocate “a God who has no pamn,”
whereas the theology of the cross can be equated with a theology of the pain of God
{1965:22). The theology of glory does not distinguish between the hidden and the
revealed God, whereas the theology of the cross insists that God is essentally hidden
(Gntsch and Jenson 1976:154). Even though Luther distinguishes between the hidden
and the revealed God, he considers even the revealed God to be a “clothed” God who
“wraps himself up in his word. ... God must conceal himself in the word in order to be
able to reveal himself” (von Loewenich 1976:33). As it were, the concept of the hidden

52 Blaumeiser (1995:91ff) also considers Luther’s Operationes in Psalmos in depth and discovers that this
commentary strongly forwards the theology of the cross.

5% Niwtnberger (2001:143) asserts, “Wean Gott sich mit Christus, dem Menschen, det sich ganz mit dem
von ihm verkiindeten Gott identifiziert hat, ganz identifiziert hat, ist das Kreuz Christi eine einmalige,
radikale und grundlegende Manifestation der Bereitschaft Gottes, die Unannehmbaren bedingungslos,
leidend und heilend anzunechmen.” Similarly, Blaumeiser (1995:44) claims, “...es geht darum in der theologic
érwdis gleichzeiig um das Problem des christlichen Lebens bzw. der Rechtfertigung. Beide will Luther
entschieden im Kreuz bzw. im gekreuzigten Christus zentriert wissen.”

531 The cross is surely the ultimate example of human cruelty, injustice, mistrust, hate, etc. which makes it a
potent symbol of humanity’s sin. The cross, as far as it exemplifies suffering, is one of the marks of
inauthentic existence, i.e. existence afier the fall; it is intrinsically a sign that things are out of joing,
perverted, and not as they are supposed to be according to the will of the good Creator. The reality of evil
and suffering defies the potential for which life was created. It stands in contrast to it. The cross is hideous
in that it exemplifies strife and hardship, despair and isolation, oppression, exploitation and injustice, rather
than authentic existence in wholeness.

532 In contrast to justification by grace, a theology of glory implics that humanity is able to achieve salvation
by good works, and by “free will”.
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God means that revelation fundamentally is only possible in concealment; even the
revealed God is camouflaged and not devoid of secrets. The theology of the cross is an
attempt to challenge and root out faulty images of God (explicated by a theology of
glory), especially those urging the attainment of human righteousness based on free will
and good works (Asendorf 1970:13).
In an attempt to summanse Luther’s theology of the cross, N Jane Blakely
{1999:56) wntes,
Weaving together the foci of theses 19 and 20 [of the Heidelberg Disputation),
and reflecting on the work of various scholars, I propose the following to be the
four key elements of the theology of the cross: a). God is hidden from humanity--
-- except in the cross. b). God’s revelation hidden in the cross stands in antithesis
to speculation about God. ¢). God is known in suffering. d). Knowing God
through suffering and the cross is a matter of faith.
Comparing Blakely’s concise analysis of Luther’s theologia erucis and Paul’s understanding of
the cross and God, it becomes apparent that they cortespond in many crucial ways. Both
theologies essentially encapsulate the concept of the hidden God known in and through
the cross (1.e. suffering). It is the Dews absconditus that is the Chnstian God, the God of
and in Jesus Chust (Grtsch and Jenson 1976:154). Luther posits that already the Old
Testament suggests that God is hidden.*” In the New Testament, this theology is
forwarded inumately by narrative and theological reflection about the cross of Jesus
Chaost.
In explication of Luther’s argument that God is hidden from humanity, except in
the cross, Alister McGrath (1985:149-150) explains,
Revelation must be regarded as indirect and concealed ...although 1t is indeed
God who is revealed in the passion and the cross of Christ, he is not immediately
recognizable 45 God. Those who expect a direct revelation of the face of God are
unable to discern him in his revelation, precisely because it is the posteriora Dei
which are made visible in this revelation. In that it is God who is made known in
the passion and cross of Christ, it is reselation; in that this revelation can only be
discetned by the eye of faith, it is concealed. The ‘friends of the cross’ know that
beneath the humility and shame of the cross lie concealed the power and the gloty
of God.™
David Steinmetz (1993:24) further explains that
there are two senses in which Luther can speak of the hiddenness of God. He can
speak of a God who is hidden outside of revelation, unknown and as unrevealed
unknowable, and a God who hides himself within his revelation, undisclosed in
the very act of disclosure.
It is precisely in “the things we regard as the counterpart of the divine,” 1.e. weakness,
suffering, foolishness, that “God has become visible” (von Loewenich 1976:21).* All the
things that “in our opinion have nothing divine in them but rather point to man’s trouble,
misery and weakness” are the things that God chooses to be manifest in and through (von

523 Isaiah 45:15 declares, “Truly, thou art a God who hidest thyself” (LW 31:53). See also von Loewenich
(1976:27 and 38ff), where he discusses Luther’s lectures on Isaiah. See also Fretheim’s The Suffering of God:
Ar Old Testament Perspective (1989).

4 The term “postetiora Dei” (LW 31:52) is translated as “the back parts of God,” i.e. that vision of God
which gives us but an incomplete and indirect knowledge of God.

535 The theology of the cross turns what we expect on its head. Things are the opposite of what we think or
perceive them to be. So it is that in Fourteen Consolations (LW 42:141) Luther asgues that “Jesus Christ, God’s
Son, has ... consecrated and hallowed all sufferings, even death itself, has blessed the curse, and has glonified
shame and enriched poverty so that death now is a door to life, the curse a fount of blessing, and shame the
mother of glory.”
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Loewenich 1976:29). Furthermote, McGrath considers Luther’s paradoxical claimn that
God is revealed in the (humanly perceived) debacle of the cross,

A fundamental contention of the fheologia crucis 1s not merely that God is known

through suffering (whether that of Christ or of the individual), but that God makes

bimself known through suffering. For Luther, God is active in this matter, rather
than passive in that suffering and temptation are seen as means by which man is

brought to God. (McGrath 1985:151)*”

Luther’s theology of the cross is clearly a theology of revelation (von Loewenich
1976:19). However, how God reveals Godself to us is unexpected and veiled — it is
indirect and obscure. Indeed, a direct knowledge, a viewing of God’s face, is denied us.
“This really means that we know God not on the basis of works, but through suffering
and the cross” (von Loewenich 1976:19, 21; Kitamori 1965:25). Therefore, we recognize
and have knowledge of God “only in suffering and the cross” (von Loewenich 1976:20).
What exactly is “the cross” and what does it show? Luther declares that there is “nothing
else to be seen than disgrace, poverty, death, and everything that is shown us in the
suffering of Christ” (von Loewenich 1976:20)."* That is why we can say, with Luther,
that God becomes “hidden in sufferings” (von Loewenich 1976:29).

For Luther, the “cross” and “suffering” do not refer primarily to the cross and
suffering of Jesus Christ. He wishes to point out that God is revealed in the cross(es) of
Christians (Blaumeiser 1995:121)*”. “The cross of Christ and the cross of the Christian
belong together.”

That is to say, the cross of the Christian corresponds to the cross of Christ. To

know God “through suffering and cross” means that the knowledge of God

comes into being at the cross of Christ, the significance of which becomes evident

only to one who himself stands in cross and suffering. (von Loewenich 1976:20)
Indeed, in his Admonition to Peace of 1525 (LW 36:5ff) Luther at some point states boldly
and in no uncertain terms, “Suffering! suffering! Cross! cross! This and nothing else is the
Christian law!” (von Loewenich 1976:29).

One might be tempted at this point to accuse Luther of religious bigotry and
exclusivism. Why, we might wonder, does Luther refer only to the suffenng of
Chrisdans? Is God not manifested and present in the cross(es) of non-Christians? Since
these were never questions Luther dealt with overtly, seeking conclusive answers from his
work in this regard is speculative. The only point of interest to us in this issue is that he
sometimes talks of the hidden church as being those believers who are not obviously and
overtly Christian (von Loewenich 1976:126)*°. He concedes to the fact that a “heathen is
just as much a man or a woman -~ God’s good creation — as St. Peter, St. Paul and St.
Lucy, not to speak of 2 slack and spurious Christian.” Furthermore he acknowledges that

336 The fourth article of the Heidelberg Disputation (LW 31:39) declares that “the works of God are always
unattractive and appear evil” Elsewhere (LW 7:175), Luther goes so far as asserting that “we should know
that God hides Himself under the form of the worst devil.”

7 Kitamori (1965:21) elaborates the noton that on the cross, God *fights” with Godself, This is indeed an
image of an active God, struggling with the pain of the world. Kitamori would argue that it is in God’s
struggle with Godself that God expetiences pain “for humanity”.

538 In That a Christian Should Bear his Cross With Patience (1530), Luther contrasts a Christian with an
unbeliever. A Christian is not convinced by what can be perceived with the senses, but “disregards what he
can see and holds to the word.” The Word, therefore, stands in opposition to what is visible. (LW 43:186)
537 Blaumeiser insists, “Wo Luther von ‘Kreuz’ oder auch von ‘Kreuz Christi’ spricht, meint er pur selten
das Kreuz Jesu. Worum es ihm geht, ist vor allem wwser Krewg bzw. das Kreuz, das Christus uns auferlegt.
Als Umschreibung fiir dass, was germeint ist, findet sich bisweilen die Wendung ‘Kreuz und Leiden’ (emex o
passic), andere Male hingegen die Wendung ‘Krenz und Tod’ (s of mors).”

50 Yon Loewenich also discusses Luther’s notion of the *hiddenness of Christian life” (1976:114ff).
Elsewhere (1976:36,48ff) he mentions Luther’s distinction between the true and the false church.
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there are “plenty of Christans — and indeed the greater part of them — who are worse in
their secret unbelief than any Jew, heathen, Turk, or heretic” (LW 45:25)*',

Nevertheless, even if Luther’s deliberations concerning whose cross reveals God
might be incomplete, I would like to extend his theological point further. 1 would like to
contend that it is in any “cross” which is caused by exploitation, oppression, abuse, or any
form of injustice that human beings experience that God reveals Godself.** God is
present when people suffer from mistreatment and violation, regardless of whether they
are Christians or not. In my opinion, the point is that God’s preference is not for
Chnstians over non-Christians. God’s “preferential option” in terms of where and how
God is present and manifest, is not for those who are “properly religious”, but rather for
those who suffer and struggle, for those who are on the underside. In essence it is not
necessarily those who bear Christ’s name on their lips that are the vessels of God’s
revelation and the residences of God’s presence, but those who bear Christ’s cross in their
lives (D’Costa 1990:21-22). Luther argues that “Jesus Christ ... has consecrated and
hallowed &/ sufferings” (Fourteen Consolations (1520), LW 42:141-142, my emphasis).
Indeed, a true Chrnistian is one who is “drawn into” the event of the cross (von Loewenich
1976:113), 1. participates in suffering. The call to believe in the God of the cross, the
hidden God, and the call to participate in this God’s cross, is certainly not only a
theoretical concept.* Itis a call to a life of “discipleship in suffering” (von Loewenich
1976:117). Luther confidently urges believers, “Christ’s passion must ... become a pattern
for your entire life” (4 Meditation on Christ's Passion (1519), LW 42:13). The life of the
sufferer is, in a real sense, a (if not 7b¢) manifestation of God’s presence in the world.
Suffering is the location of the hidden God. Because God conceals Godself in the cross
and suffering, the only path by which to know God is through trusting in the promise of
God’s love and grace even in the midst of suffering.** This spells hope for those who
suffer because it implies God’s closeness and solidarity with sufferers. Not only is God
with sufferers, but God prefers to be rewaled in their suffering.

Essentally, “the Chrisuan’s life according to the theology of the cross is nothing
else than 2 ‘being crucified with Christ” (von Loewenich 1976:121). Being crucified with
Churist manifests itself in that, according to Luther, a person “incurs the enmity of the
world” (von Loewenich 1976:122). Indeed the cross is “not self-imposed” but is
“imposed upon a person” (That a Christian Should Bear His Cross With Patience (1530), LW
43:183); itis a consequence of becoming vulnerable to the world. Luther pronounces,
“Takmg up the cross is by nature something that causes pain” (LW 43:184). Moreover

“such a cross and pain is necessary; it must be known as such and really bear down
painfully, as does some great peril to one’s goods and honour” (Sermon on Cross and
Suffering, LW 51:198). Luther connects suffering very closely and intimately with devoton
to Christ. A suffering person is a person who follows in Chnst’s footsteps, and therefore
is a true disciple of him. Luther makes his point by exaggerating, “if anyone does not
wish to bear the cross which God places upon him, ... he must know that he cannot have
fellowship with Christ or share in any of his gifts” (LW 43:185). In other words, those
who do not suffer are not in Chuist’s fold, and are denying him, while those who suffer
are in God’s special favour.

4% The Estate of Marviage (1522). In a letier written 10 the monk Georg Leiffer in Erfurt in 1516, Luther
asserts, “Das Kreuz Christi ist iber die ganze Welt hin verteilt. Einem jeden kommt zu allen Stunden sein
Teil davon zu” (quoted n Helbig 1961:24).

2 Kitamon (1965:62) would argue that both belicvers and unbelievers bear the pain of God.

34 Von Loewenich {1976:113) reminds us that Luther’s theology of the cross “cannot be dismissed as the
brooding product of 2 lonely monk (i.¢. Luther himself), but it proved its worth for hicn when he stepped
forth into an unprecedented battle. Luther practiced his theology in the face of death.”

44 See for example .4 Sermon on Preparing to Diz (LW 42:114), Comfort When Facing Grave Tempiations (LW
42:1836f), A Lesser of Consolation 1o alf who Suffer Persecution (LN 43:61£1), or Comfort_for Womsen who have had a
Miscarriage, LW 43:247ff).
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The unexpected nature of God’s revelation, both in the cross of Chnst, and in the
sufferings of those who participate in the cross of Christ, can rightfully be called
scandalous. Such theology can easily be deemed foolishness by wotldly standards
(Gritsch and Jenson 1976:47). As we have seen, 1 Connthians 1 proclaims that the
wisdom of God appears foolish to human beings. Humans are at least profoundly
uncomfortable with, if not entitely dismissive of, the doctrine of the hidden God, and the
theology of the cross that goes with it. It seems like weakness and folly, rather than
power and wisdom. It is problematic to us humans because it insists that God is at work
there where we would least expect God. As God was with the crucified Messiah, God is
with the lowly and weak, the downtrodden and oppressed, the hungry and violated of the
world. And these are the ones with whom God prefers to commune and in whom God is
made manifest to the world. This is a scandal because it breaks down all our artificial
perceptions of how the world works; it demands a radical paradigm shift and ethical
conversion. It demands that we see the sufferers of the world in a new light. It demands
that we recognize and seek God on the cross, in frailty and weakness.

In essence, the theology of the cross summons us to see God revealed in the
opposite of what we expect. Luther spoke of God’s revelation concealed sub contrario.
The insistence on God’s sub contrario revelation in turn led Luther to distinguish between
the alien (or alienating) work of God, or apus alienum, and the actual, proper work of God,
or gpus propriuny (Blaumeiser 1995:173). The apus alienum is that which seems to portray
God as a wrathful, punishing God (Blaumeiser 1995:175)**. The gpus proprium, which is
hidden, points to God’s love and compassion, and brings about grace and salvation. The
cross collapses the two into one: it seems to be a work of punishment, but is actually a
work of grace.**

In light of this, one might argue that the theology of the cross may equally be
called a theology of the resurrection. Luther’s theology of the cross never dismisses,
denies or denounces the importance of the resurrection (Asendorf 1970:14-17; Lohse
1996:39). Cross and resurrection belong together, and should never be separated. In fact,
the expernience of the cross pervades the expenence of resurrection, and vice versa.
According to Luther, the Christan participates in the resurrection experience of Christ in
an equally profound way as s/he participates in the death of Christ. In Fourveen
Consolations (LW 42) Luther indeed juxtaposes seven images of evil or calamity with seven
images of blessing, making it clear that they belong together in the tghtly-woven tapestry
of life experience.”” The cross does not and cannot stand without the resurrection,
suffering is not without blessing.

The resurrection proclaims that the gpus proprium supersedes the opus alienum, the
verbum gratiae sounds out louder than the verbum lgés. In opposition to the word of law, the
word of grace has the final word, although the two cannot be separated. The resurrection
attests to the fact that the “proper work™ of God is to bring about grace and salvation.
The scoutge of the cross is not the only word, not is it the final wotd of God. In fact, the

45 Blaumeiser calls this “das Zerstérungswerk”. However, “Gottes Zerstorungswerk” always aims at
ulimately bringing about justification for the lost.

546 The distinction between the opus alienson and the gpus proprium also points to the distinction between the
verbum legis (the word of law) and the perbum gratiae (word of grace). The word of grace is usually concealed
under the word of law (Blaumetser 1995:175). It becomes clear how deliberation about the cross is
inevitably also deliberation abour the doctrine of justification.

7 Moreover, “The sweet mercy of God the Father shines more brightly ... and is able to comfort us in
every distress. ... Therefore, ... our very own lives, led through so many evils and dangets, would, if
considered properly, abundantly commend to us the ever present and most tendet goodness of God, which,
far beyond our thought and feeling, carried us in its bosom. ... Why, then, are we so anxious about a single
peril or evil, instead of leaving the caring to him, when our whole life witnesses that he has rescued and
delivered us from so many evils without any effort on our part?”’ (Fowrteer Consolations, LW 42:131-132)
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cross can be seen as the “preparation for grace” (Blaumeiser 1995:175)*%, of which the
resutrection is the visible manifestation and fulfilment. However, we human beings live
in and with the dialectic tension that exists between God’s foreign, alienating work and
God’s actual work, God’s wrath and God’s love, law and grace. Therefore, we also find
that the Chustian life entails a constant tension between the cross and the resurtection
(Blaumeiser 1995:271)°%.

It is beyond the scope of this study to invesugate all Luther’s texts that exhibit the
theology of the cross. For an overview of the most significant passages, see Blaumeiser
(1995), who includes Luther’s Commentaries and Lectures on Psalms, his Exposition of the
Magnificat, Lectures on Romans, Lectures on Hebrews, and the treatise O the Freedom of a
Christian in the list. Further writings which promulgate the theology of the cross include
the famous treatise pitted against Erasmus, The Bondage of the Will (1526) *%, the Treatise on
Good Works (1520)*', and his Lectures on Isaiab (1527-1530, LW 17:131£6*% Some of the
“less theological” texts (i.e. addressed to ordinary laypeople, not particularly to students of
theology) also betray Luther’s utter conviction in the main tenets of a theology of the
cross, for example A Meditation on Christ’s Passion (1519) and the treatise on Whether One
May Flee from a Deadly Plague (1527)°%.

From the above discussion of Luther’s theolggia cructs, framed in considerations
about the historical event of the crucifixion of Jesus and the Pauline-Biblical heritage
concerning the word of the cross, we can deduce that a theology of the cross is indeed
foundational for Chnistdan life and thinking. In what follows I will attempt to analyse

4t “Gottes Zerstbrungswerk ... ist — 50 heisst es mehrfach - “Vorbeteitung auf die Gnade’ (pragpanatio ad
Zratior). Das Zerstorangswerk ist also weder das letzte noch das eigentliche.”

54 Blaumeiser talks of “Leben aus der Spannung von Furcht und Hoffnung”.

5% Here, Luther alludes to the fundamental tenets of the theology of the cross. In the following passage, he
expounds on an aspect of the hidden God (LW 33:62-63): “Thus God hides his eternal goodness and mercy
under eternal wrath, his rightecusness under iniquity. This is the highest degree of faith, to believe him
merciful when he saves so few and damns so many, to believe him nighteous when by his own will he makes
us necessarily damnable, so that he seems, according to Erasmus, to delight in the torments of the wretched
and to be worthy of hatred rather than of love, If, then, I could by any means comprehend how this God
can be merciful and just who displays so much wrath and iniquity, there would be no need for faith.”

551 Luther here explains how God can only be perceived in suffeting, and through faith (LW 44:28): “The
great thing in life is to have a sure confidence in God when, at least as far as we can see or understand, he
shows himself in wrath, and to expect better at his hands than we now know. Here God is hidden, as the
bride says in Song of Sengs [2:9], “Behold, there he stands behind our wall, gazing through the windows.”
‘That means he stands hidden among the sufferings which would separate us from him like 2 wall, indeed,
like a wall of a fortress. And yet he looks upon me and does not forsake me. He stands there and is ready
t0 help in grace, and through the window of dim faith he permits himself to be seen.” What can humanly
only be described as God’s wrath actually turns out to be a mysterious vehicle of God’s compassionate
presence. In spite of evidence to the contrary, in spite of difficulties, calamities and hardship, faith
maintains that God /s 2 God of grace and compassion. Despite evidence to the contrary, God is for us and
not against us. This, in essence, is the theology of the cross.

552 Here, the theology of the cross is shown in Luther’s explication of the wonderful, ncomprehensible
wortks of God. God works in ways that are beyond human reasoning and understanding, too awesome for
us humans to comprehend. Here, the emphasis is not so much on God's revelation in lowliness and
suffering, but in God’s revelation in deeds that are too great for humans to grasp. Therefore, itis a
revelation to which we have no access (except through faith), and therefore remains hidden. One of
Luther’s favourite motifs of recognising God in the opposite of what is expected appears abundantly in
these lectures.

%53 This is, in my opinion, a good instance of the theolygia orucis put into practice, translated into a concrete
situation. In this treatise, Luther forwards the notion that Christans ought to — and by faith are enabled to
— put their lives at risk for the sake of their neighbours who are suffeting. We are called to enter into
suffesing, take suffering upon ourselves, for the sake of other suffering persons. Luther speaks to a
situation where people were fleeing their homes, their towns and cities, out of fear of contracting the plague.
In many cases, they left ailing friends and even family members to die alone in squalor and agony. Luther
urges Christians, instead of fleeing in fear, to go to their “sick neighbour close at hand. Go to him and
serve him, and you will surely find Chist in him” (LW 43:130).
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whether and in what way the pronouncements of a theologia erucis are helpful to the context
of South Africa, especially in view of its endeavours for social reconciliation.

3.2.2 God revealed in the story of the cross
The narrative of the cross stresses the Incarnation. It portrays God as a God who is fully
in the wotld — this world of violence and suffering. It also shows us that God is a God
who suffers — even unto the bitter end. Jesus’ God is mysteriously and paradoxically
revealed in the calamity of the cross of violent oppression, injustice and death. The story
of )esus, his life, death and resutrection, displays the identity, the character and integtity of
God. The writings of Paul show that God — God’s identity and God’s purpose - is
revealed in the crucified Christ (Cousar 1990:27)°*. Indeed, “the cross of Christ for Paul
has indispensable significance for epistemology. God is to be known precisely in the
message of the cross” (Cousar 1990:42). New Testament texts, especially the Pauline
epistles, “persist in viewing the death [of Jesus) theonomously and as an event of
revelation. In and through it God’s character as a righteous and loving God is displayed.
God is no more fully known than in the crucifixion” (Cousar 1990:109). This assertion is
echoed by Luther’s theologia erucis. Jon Sobrino, one of the leading Latin American
liberation theologians talks, too, in epistemological terms when claiming that we “know”
God “on Jesus’ cross” (1998:246).>* Indeed, it is the expetience of suffering and
victitnization that becomes the “setting for God’s revelation” (Sobrino 1998:251). Surely,
the majority of the people of South Africa who have encountered the physical,
psychological and spiritual violence of apartheid, can identify and resonate with this image
of God, the God of Jesus Christ who is present in suffering caused by violence and
domination.
The cross demonstrates that God is a God of love. God’s willingness to suffer is
proof of God’s love for the world. Jiirgen Molemann (1974:230) argues,
Were God incapable of suffering in any respect, and therefore in an absolute
sense, then he would also be incapable of love. If love is the acceptance of the
other without regard to one’s own well-being, then it contains within itself the
possibility of sharing in suffering and freedom to suffer as a result of the
otherness of the other. Incapability of suffering in this sense would contradict the
fundamental Christian assertion that God is love.”
Dorothee Solle contributes to this argument by talking of the helplessness of God. She
holds a rather revolutionary theological position when declaring,
In all religions, a question mark has been set against the omnipotent and serene
gods by the sufferings of men. But only in Christ does the concept of a suffering
God appear. Here alone is it the suffering of God which is shouldered by a man.
Only in Christ does it become clear that we can put God to death because he has
put himself in our hands. Only since Chnist has God become dependent on us.
Christ did not identify himself with a calm spectator of all our troubles. Christ, by
his teaching, life and death, made plain the helplessness of God in the world; the
suffering of unrequited and unsuccessful love. (Solle 1967:151)
Solle explicates the total and utter risk of God in coming to the world in Christ.
In being fully human, Christ is dependent on humans. “Christ puts himself at tisk — his

34 Cousar refers to 1 Corinthians 1:18-2:5.

555 “The essence of Jesus’ passion history is the assertion that this one whom God forsook himself becomes
God” (S6lle 1975:147),

55 Similarly, William Placher (1994:18) insists, “God suffers because God is vulnerable, and God is
vulnerable because God loves ~ and it is love, not suffering or even vuinerability, that is finally the point.
God can help because God acts out of love, and love risks suffering. A God defined in terms of power is
precisely not a reliable rescuer, because power provides no guarantee of concem, and power, in the way
most cultures have most often used the word, toc ofien grows out of fear of vulnexability that makes the
reaching out in love, with all the risks entailed, impossible.”

197



life, his work, his cause — by making himself dependent on us,” and opening himself up to
the possibility of suffering (Sélle 1967:123). The cross can be considered an inevitable
consequence of God’s giving Godself over to the world in love. “There is unwilling
suffering, there is accepted suffering and there is the suffering of love,” explains
Moltmann (1974:230). The latter seems to be the love displayed by God in Christ’s cross.
God takes calamity and death upon Godself because it seems to be what happens to those
who truly love. Misery and hardship are the cost of true love and commitment. So itis
that Sélle speaks of God’s “painful love” (1975:44).*”

If God experiences death in Godself, God can be, and indeed is believed to be, in
radical solidarity with those for whom suffering, death and any kind of hardship is a
reality. God is as dismayed and troubled by the terrifying consequences of being in the
world fully and totally. God weeps and suffers and even dies because of the evil of the
world, and thereby shows God’s full and utter solidarity with, and love for, those who
suffer unjustly (S6lle 1975:81; Nolan 1988:138). “God is on the side of the victim, he is
hanged” (Solle 1975:148). Viewing the suffering and death of Jesus as the scandalous
consequence of incamation, i.e. as total and radical solidarity with the world, means
advocating what Solle calls a “radical theology of the cross” (1975:31).

The cross of Jesus displays “the love of God in solidarity” (Sobrino 1998:248; see
also Mofokeng 1983:97; Placher 1990:18). This is the essence of what many liberation
theologians proclaim to be the core of the gospel. Some theologians consider the cross to
be “the ultimate test of Jesus’ love for the oppressed” (Mofokeng 1983:32)*. “God
suffered on Jesus’ cross and on those of this world’s victims by being their non-active and
silent witness” (Sobrino 1998:244). It is in this silent suffering #4th the victim(s) that God
demonstrates God’s radical, incarnational solidarity with their plight of suffering,
oppression and abuse. South African theologian Takatso Mofokeng (1983:97) posits that

God is present on the cross and suffers with and in Jesus, the committed poor.

He is truly himself here, when and as he is in the deepest solidanty with suffering

humanity and as such with the entire creation. This means that the cross

manifests in full the theological dimension of Jesus’ history. ...

The cross, then, demonstrates that sufferng of any sort becomes God’s own
suffeing. For many South Africans ~ of whatever religious background — the suffenng
they experience(d) is (was) the suffering that is caused by sinful human institutions and
structures, policies and actions. This is the suffering of a cross of oppression and
injustice. According to Mofokeng, the fact that God is on such a cross is 2 message of
hope, solidarity and purpose that is craved by downtrodden people. If God were absent
from the cross this would be a

betrayal of the poor and oppressed, a betrayal of those people in the wotld who

are hanging on the cross and crying out for liberation. God’s absence from the

cross is their silencing. They are removed from the focus when the cross of Jesus
is removed from the centre and also when God is removed from it. (Mofokeng

1983:93)**

Besides showing radical solidarity with those who suffer, God also demonstrates
tadical protest against the evil and violence that causes their (and therefore God’s own)

557 In this view, the death of God (i.e. of Christ} is a tragedy even for God, a tragedy to which God exposes
Godself by the mete fact of becoring human, and immersing Godself in the world. It is something about
which even God weeps and laments, something that causes even God to despair and become hopeless (see
Mark 15:34).

558 “God’s love for man (sic) proved to be so intense that it endured the test of ultimate violence (death by
crucifixion)” (Mofokeng 1983:34).

5% Mofokeng further remarks, “The consequences of the betrayal we referred to are a development of a
mystic of the cross, masochism or worse still, a refusal to engage in the struggle for liberation that involves
suffering and the cross with an excuse that one is already suffexing and thus carrying the cross of Jesus.”
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suffering (Park 1993:124)°*. The potency of the theology of the ctoss is therefore not
only in that it pronounces God’s suffering with the vicams of this world, but also God’s
protest with those vicums, and ggasnst the perpetrators of suffering. This message is not one
of quietism and passivity, one that declares that it is acceptable to suffer because God is
with you when you do. Rather, it is one of compassionate empathy as well as resistance,
one that declares, “suffering is terrible, but God is with you and in protest cnies out with
you for deliverance”.

Divine solidarity therefore does not only provide a sense of comfort and support,

a sense of not being (left) alone in the midst of despair, although these are crucial

for those who are faced with the desperation of suffering. Divine solidarity also

provides a sense of protesting indignation, a sense of wanting to fight the forces
of evil and injustice which are responsible for the suffering.

Chtistian faith can proclaim that the suffering God of the cross is the God of
South Afrnica, because the cross of Christ has become our own, or rather, our crosses have
become Christ’s own. Yet it is important to establish a transition from the first point of
significance of Jesus Christ’s story of suffering (namely, solidarity for comfort and protest)
to the second, which is the transformation that it effects.*” According to Leonardo Boff
(1978:118), suffering, in its apparent meaninglessness, can have “a secret and ulimate
meaning”. This ultimate meaning was, in Jesus’ case, the resutrection into new life. The
resurrection of Jesus, “the human archetype,” means that suffering and death no longer
have the final word. Sobrino echoes some of Luther’s pronouncements regarding the
theology of the cross when he reflects (1987:150),

The resurrection is the prime affirmation of Paul’s doctrine that where sin has

abounded, grace is superabundant. But this superabundance of grace serves only

to underscore the enormity of the sin of the murder of the Just One.

The evil of Jesus’ violent persecution is defied. The protest of his death is
answered. This is the promise of the story of the cross and the resurrection’, and it is a
promise that enables us to hope against all hope that God, in God’s love and compassion
for us, can and will condnue to bring about new life. At base, the resurrection indicates in
no uncertain terms that God is a God of justice.

Jesus’ resurrection is not only a symbol of God’s omnipotence, then — as if God

had decided arbitrarily and without any connection with Jesus’ life and lot to show

how powerful he was. Rather, Jesus’ resurrection is presented as God’s response
to the unjust, criminal action of human beings. ... Pictured in this way, the
resurrection of Jesus shows i directo the tiumph of justice over injustice. It is the
triumph not simply of God’s impotence, but also of God’s justice.... Jesus’
resurrection is thus transformed into good news, whose central content is that
once and for all justice has triumphed over injustice, the victim over the

executioner. (Sobrino 1987:149)

Lest we fall into the trap of believing that the theology of the cross focuses only
on the gloom and despair of the cross, we do well in considering Luther’s understanding
of the resurrection. Luther scholar Ulrich Asendorf insists that the story of the cross is
also the story of the resurrection (1970:14-17). The theology of the cross “may not be
seen, say, in opposition to a theology of the resurrection” {Lohse 1999:39). In fact, the
experience of the cross pervades the experience of resurrection, and vice versa {Asendorf

50 Park depicts the cross as “the symbol of God’s protest”.

51 “The promise of resurrection is the future hope of the Christian gospel; yet, there is more. That future
resurrection can be present in faith now because the Easter Christ is present in faith. ... The Christ present
to faith has already died, so his death becomes our death. The Chaist present to faith has already risen from
the dead, so his resurrection becomes our resurrection™ (Peters 2002:274). Peters here refers to Luther's
notion of the “happy exchange” (“frohlicher Wechsel”) between Christ and the sinner (see The Freedom of a
Christian, LW 31:351).

%2 See Thiemann (1989:320-347) for his discussion of the gospel as nartative promise.
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1970:17)**. For Luthet, the Christian participates in the resurrection experience of Christ
in an equally profound way as s/he participates in the death of Christ. Therefore, not
only do we share the struggle and pain of the cross of Christ, but are graced with the
victory and glory of the resurrection as well, and — sometimes, paradoxically -
simultaneously (Asendorf 1970:15)°*,

Charles Cousar (1990:91) notes, “a Good Friday divorced from Easter ceases to
be good. The gloom and darkness that surround Jesus’ death loom heavy without
transcendent power.” It is true that without the resurrection, the death of Jesus would
truly be a meaningless, absurd reality. It is the resurrection that “anchors the promise of
God’s future” (Cousar 1990:99). The resurrection of Jesus is a sign that God is able to
overcome suffering, and indeed, through suffering, is able to transform a given situation
of despair or hardship.®*® Carol Jacobson would argue that Jesus’ death and resurrection
is not only reselatory, but bears effective significance as well. She affirms (1997:82),

The resurrection of Jesus reveals the divine purpose of creation, namely its

ongoing transformaton into the fullness of God’s presence. Furthermore, the

resurrection is the first tangible, historical evidence that the transformaton is

already begun and is now well underway.*® .
It is as though the desolation itself provides the basis and the ground for the germination
of a wholly new expenience. The expedence of the new life after death could only work
itself out through the anguish of the death itself.*’

In the Bible, the theme of suffering is usually coupled with the theme of hope. 1t
is believed that this hope can transcend situations of suffering so as to bang about
something marvellous. Sobrino (1987:154) claims that the resurrection is a lasting sign of
“the stubbornness of hope” for the crucified people. Faith in the resurrection generates
stubborn hope that “at bottom, good is more real than evil, although the latter inundates
us; grace is morte real than sin, although it does not cease its death-dealing” (Sobrino
1987:153). Social unity and reconciliation is more real than hosulity and division.
Resurrection hope is the “deepest intuition of the crucified in the present, however this
intuition may be constantly threatened by resignation, scepticism or cynicism” (Sobrino
1987:153). The resurrection is a symbol of hope that declares, “the pain of God,
immanent as it is in man’s reality, nevertheless transcends it” (Kitamon 1965:102). The
God who is with us in our pain is also the one who “resolves our pain and heals our
wounds” (Kitamori 1965:21).%

The resurrection allows us to believe not only in the loving compassion of God,
as shown by Jesus on the cross, but also in the power of God to overcome evil and
injustice.** The cross without the resurrection would assure us of God’s unfaltering love
for humankind, but it would not indicate God’s ability to defy the forces of peril in the

%3 “Luther ... hat offenbar Kreuz und Auferstehung niemals als Nacheinander, sondem in threr stand.lgen
Durchdringung verstanden.” “Ebenso ist Luther’s Auferstehungstheologie zagleich Kreuzestheologie.”

564 “Es ist nicht allein der Kampf und Streit Chast, in dem wir hin¢ingenommen werden, sondern auch sein
Sieg....”” Furthermore, Luther argues in Fosrtzen Consolations (1520), “But just as these evils are common to
all men, so also are the blessings of salvation under these evils common to all” (LW 42:129).

365 Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1970:20) declares, “Ich glaube, dal} Gott aus allem, auch aus dem Bésesten, Gutes
entstehen lassen kann und will.”

56 In her conclusion she writes, “Resurrection is not a personal reward for Jesus. Rather it is the
incontrovertible indication of the furure of the whole world. This future, the concrete transformation of the
wotld into the ‘glorious body of God,” which begins with the bodily resurrection of Jesus, is salvation, both
ours and the whole world’s.”

57 See John 12:24: “Very truly, ! tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just
a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.”

368 See for example Luther’s Treatise on Good Works (LW 44:28).

39 “God's omnibenevolence is demonstrated by his empathic love in the cross; and God’s omnipotence is
demonstrated by his power over death, the power of creation and new creation” (Peters 2002:282),

200



world. What good is a loving God, who in the end has no power to save us from evil? In
his characteristically poetic manner, Sobtino (1987:153) declares,
The cross says, in human language, that nothing in history has set limits to God’s
nearness to human beings. Without that nearness, God’s power in the
tesurrection would remain pure otherness and therefore ambiguous, and for the
crucified, historically threatening. But with that nearness, the crucified can really
believe that God’s power is good news, for it is love. Jesus’ cross continues to be
the most finished expression, in human language, of God’s immense love for the
crucified. Jesus’ cross says, in credible fashion, that God loves human beings, that
God pronounces a2 word of love and salvation, and that God personally utters and
bestows the divinity itself as love and as salvation. Jesus’ cross says that God has
passed the test of love, and now we may believe in God’s power as well. ... Once
God’s loving presence on Jesus’ cross has been grasped, God’s presence in the
resurrecton is no longer pure power without love, pure otherness without
nearness, a deus ex machina without history.
In effect, Sobrino argues that it is the cross that gives credibility to the resurrecton.
Similarly, the resurrection ascribes meaning to the cross. Just as a theology based only on
the cross is problematic and indeed dangerous, so also is one based only on the
resurrection. Only because God proved God’s ultimate “nearness” to humankind in and
through the cross, does the power displayed by the resurrection become edifying and life-
promoting. Again we see how important it is never to forget the cross in the story of the
victory of the resurrection. The resurrection is indeed only good news because of the
solidarity, protest and loving compassion God shows in the cross. The resurrection seen
through the lens of the theology of the cross enables Christians to proclaim in faith,
We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to
despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always
carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be
manifested in our bodies. (2 Connthians 4:10)

3.2.3 Identifying the story of the cross and resurrection in the story of South Africa
The reality of the cross is very apparent in the story of South Africa. This is why a
contextual theology of the cross — an inculturated narrative of the cross, as it were — is a
very approprate tool for making sense of the plight of South Africans. The cross, in its
terrible and miraculous way, shows us that God is in the brokenness and woundedness of
out story. It also points toward an Easter experience of resurrection and new life, hope
and wholeness. Many ugly decades of the cross in South Africa want to be overcome.
Apartheid, and all its abominable offshoots, wants to be overcome. The problems and
pain of the aftermath of an oppressive, exploitative, life-denying system want to be
overcome. The crucified people of South Africa are yeaming for the resurrection, and
anticipating the rolling away of the stone in front of the tomb. Most of us South Africans
want to grieve about our past, undo its lingering evils, and move on towatd a brighter
future. New life awaits. As a crucified people,
we still hope in Christ’s resurrection, but we do so not because the final Christ has
withdrawn us from the complexities of the wotld and the risks of history, but
because the provisional Christ hangs on the cross of reality even to the end of
man’s (sic) days. ... Jesus became the Christ of faith, whose cross on Golgotha
now casts its shadow over the whole world. In the symbol of the resurrecton,
this shadow of the cross so imprinted itself in reality, that it can never again be
forgotten as the key concept for the objective onlooker and as the possibility of
life for those who accept this identification of another with themselves. (Solle
1967:126)
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The story of the cross and resurrection heralds the beginning of new life for a
(re)new(ed) community, under new conditions — the petfect requirements for a reconciled
South Africa! It is up to us South Africans to jointly define and determine what our new
life will look like, what and how our “resurrected body” will be. Hopefully, our Easter
story will be shown to be a story of reconciliation and hopefulness for the future, a story
of wholeness and well-being, which nevertheless never forgets the gross atrocity of the
Cross.

As we anticipate our resurrection we would do well in remembering, however,
that redemption toward wholeness is “not a perfectionistic once-for-all event but an
unceasing process” (Sélle 1975:108). The term “resurrection” is here used in a symbolic
fashion. It signifies the renewal, rebirth, or reconstruction which occurs aftet a
debilitating, traumatic, or life-threatening event. Our resurrection experiences of renewal,
healing, reconstruction, and reconciliadon will always be provisional and incomplete. The
cross will always be part of our story, not only of the past but also of the future. Cur
hope for renewal is not to be confused with a spiritalised eschatology, which awaits an
other-worldly, escapist salvation, a heaven that has no relation to the world we live in.
Instead, our hope is firmly rooted in the cross, and is therefore ever-cognisant of the real,
tangible, this-worldly reality of evil, injustice and suffering.

It is suggested here that South Africa’s story is a story of the cross. According to
Chastian hope, this makes 1t 2 story of the resurrection also. Within the story of the cross
lie the seeds for our own story of resurrection, a resurrection involving societal
reconciliation, reconstruction and naton-building. In his book, .4 Theolsgy of Reconstruction
(1992), Villa-Vicencio attempts to elaborate what reconstruction could or should mean in
the particular context of South Africa after apartheid. Many times in his analysis, he refers
to imagery of rebirth and new life to describe what is currendy happening in our country.
The necessary prerequisite for rebirth to occur is death of the old and obsolete. “The old
is dying even though the new is not yet born” (Villa-Vicencio 1992:2). Indeed, “most
South Africans are aware that something different must be born if the country is not to be
torn apart by competing ideologies” (:6). Such a liminal situation of ctisis “demands
creativity and change as the only reasonable basis for a peaceful co-existence” (:2). Itis
important that the “old” which s dying not be forgotten, and swept under the proverbial
carpet. The ways of the past ate not the proverbial sleeping dog which we should best
not disturb. Seeking renewal and rebirth must include acknowledging, remembering and
embracing the reality of the old.*™ Tutu (1999:31) urges that “we look the beast of the
past in the eye” because “far from disappearing or lying down and being quiet, [it] is
embarrassingly persistent, and will return and haunt us unless it has been dealt with
adequately.” Similarly, “if we ignore history we are not only condemned to become its
victims, but also fail realistcally to assess the resources available from which to create 2
new future” (Villa-Vicencio 1992:49).

A new future — renewal - “occurs ... (without insinuating that there is any ‘quick-
fix’ soluton) ... where ideologies crumble and failure is acknowledged,” argues Villa-
Vicencio (1992:49). Rebirth occurs where the cross is embraced, and where the bitter
struggle of the past as well as the hardships of the present are not forgotten, denied or
dismissed. Indeed,

Seriously to anticipate a post-apartheid South Africa and realistically to share in

the process of creating a liberating and healing culture of human rights in South

Africa, requires that the reality of the past and the pathos of the present

specifically inform all chat is undertaken in an attempt to create a new future. In

other words, in looking forward to possibilities, we are obliged to do so

570 Kaiser (1996:196) speaks of the need for “anamnetic solidarity” in South Africa, i.e. 2 kind of solidarity
among people which seeks to remember and not forget or ignore the past.
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retroactively, remembering past failures and mistakes and present challenges.

(Villa-Vicencio 1992:6-7)

In previous sections I have already noted the importance of memory for the process of
reconciliation. Remembering the past for victims and the oppressed involves painfully
baring one’s vulnerability of the past. For the oppressor, remembering past failures and
mistakes involves admitting responsibility for othets’ suffering, an acknowledgement of
having done wrong, of having become guilty, of having contributed to evil and injustice.
This aspect of remembering 15 challenging since it exacts repentance. Repentance is not
only self-examination that evokes a sense of remotse, but must become apparent in
practical and conctete ways, for example through acts of penitence. This will, however,
be explored more deeply in the subsequent section (3.3).

A theology of the cross encourages us to recognise and embrace the cross of our
history {and of our present time), and, as we proclaim in the Nicene Creed, to “look for
the resurtection” that follows this cross. It is the story of the cross that enables us to look
forward with hope and vision, and start to adopt a stoty of reconciliaton, or, in Villa-
Vicencio’s wotds, a theology of reconstructon. A theology of reconstruction is, as it
were, rooted in the (theology of the) cross. The cross, or memory thereof, propels us
toward a theology of reconstrucdon. Villa-Vicencio (1992:15) asserts that “a theology of
reconstruction is essentially a remedial and compensatory theology. It has special
responsibility to put right past wrongs.” The theologies of the cross and the
reconstruction are of a sort, because both take seriously the fact that God is present in
our struggle, and labours with us to create something new out of something destrucove
and life-denying.

3.2.4 The story of the cross and resurrection as a viable external narrative for South
Africa

It can be argued that there is 2 need for our society to find a workable “narrative” which
can bring together the different existing identites, stories, and heritages under a canopy of
mutuality and belonging together.”” An “external narrative” is not linked in any specific,
historical way to the actual history of South Africa. It has an identity apart from, and
external to, the history of South Africa. It can, however, be appropriated by South
Africa(ns), and become a South African narrative. Owing to its relative universality and
pervasiveness, the Chrstian narratve of the cross and resurrection could also be called a
“metanarratve”. Yet I choose to call it “another,” an “external,” narrative in order for it
not to evoke the connotation of religious and cultural imperialism.

Stanley Hauerwas vehemently insists that a narrative is important for sustaining a
community. He posits (1986:99), “What is peculiar about Christians’ convictions is not
that they involve a narrative, but what kind of narrative they involve.” An “umbrella
pasrative” shared by all South Africans would have the ability to form identity and
cohesion as a group. It would, in the words of Hauerwas, create “character”.

The development of character involves more than adherence to principles for
their own sake; rather, it demands that we acquire a narrative that gives us the skill
to fit what we do and do not do into a coherent account sufficient to claim our
life as our own. Such narratives may of course be false and as a result produce
false character. Indeed, an indication of a truthful narrative is one that remains
open to challenge from new experience. That is why a truthful natrative

571 See for example Balcomb’s analysis of the importance of natrative for social well-being in his article,
“The Power of Narrative: Consttuting Reality through Storytelling” (2000:49-62). Balcomb argues for the
“centrality of narrative as a fandamental epistemological category” (:54). One could also talk of “dominant
images” and “master texis” that function to create social identity and collective memory (see Villa-Vicencio
2000:25).
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necessarily must be one that can provide integrity in a manner that does not deny

the diversity of our lives. (Hauerwas 1986:151)

In his book, No Future Without Forgiveness (1999), Desmond Tutu seems to suggest
the Christian gospel, especially the narrative of the cross, as a vehicle for understanding
the traumatic story of South Africa. It is the Chnstian gospel story, embedded in the
Christian community, which has been part of his personal natrative throughout his life, it
has sustained him and provided him hope and courage in the times of despair. He has
seen it engender hope, courage and vision for people who otherwise would have been
crushed by the forces of hate, fear, degradation, hopelessness, etc. It is for this reason
that he — consciously and perhaps unconsciously — weaves the gospel message of the
cross and the resurrection into his discourse and reflections about the TRC and the future
of South Aftica.

In his narrative weaving together of all the strands of the disjointed, ambiguous
South African story, Tutu employs a lot of traditional Christian language, imagery, and
symbolism.™ He places the earthly events of the TRC in a divine-cosmic context, and
sees it as the work of God through human agents. It is, in his conception, a £afros event
which is effective in the “cosmic movement towards unity, towards reconciliation, that
has existed from the beginning of time” (Tutu 1999:212). He speaks of the coming reign
of God where, as it was in paradise, the lion and the lamb shall play together, the lion hete
referring to the oppressor and the lamb to the victim — a radical metaphot or
reconciliation if ever there was one. His view of the present and the future is essentially
eschatological. Yet it is not other-worldly or escapist. It is rather a present-oriented
eschatology, where glimpses of the Rule of God (the K.ingdom) can be seen even now.
The Kingdom is a reality that is “already but not yet,” it “is coming, and now is” *”

The story and theology of the cross, interpreted contextually in light of the South
African experience, may be regarded as a valuable “external narrative™™. It can be atgued
that the centre of Tutu’s external narrative is the cross of Christ. He contends that it
bears penetrating symbolic significance in the context of South Africa. Chnsdans talk of
the scandal of the cross®™, which pronounces that through Christ’s death and resurrection
brokenness and evil can be transformed into good. It is the message of the cross that evil
can be overcome. The despair, the hopelessness and the evil of the past can be
overcome.

There is a movement, not easily discernible, at the heart of things to reverse the

awful centrifugal force of alienation, brokenness, division, hostility and

disharmony. God has set in motion a centripetal process, a moving towards the

Centre, towards unity, harmony, goodness, peace and justice; one that removes

bartiers. Jesus says, ‘And when I am lifted up from the earth I shall draw

everyone to myself,” as he hangs from his cross with out-flung arms, thrown out
to clasp all, everyone and everything, in a cosmic embrace, so that all, everyone,
everything, belongs. None is an outsider, all are insiders, all belong. (Tutu

1999:213)"

572 Halbwachs (1992:102) speaks of the importance of symbols in a comprehensive collective memory. The
cross certainly is a strong symbol, capable of great good (yet also, unfortunately, capable of great abuse).

513 See for example Mark 1:15, 12:34; Luke 10:9, 11, 17:21, and 21:31.

14 Richardson (2001) would prefer to call the guiding Chn'stian story 2 “narrative of peace”. “This narrative
not only requires ongoing telling and re-telling, but also embodying and displaying in a community of peace.
Indeed, 2 proper telling of the narrative requires its social embodiment in such 2 community” (Richardson
2001:52). The “Christian ontology of peace ... is to be able to provide for the moral formation of
Chastians who, in this society with its particular history, must be able to remember, tell, embody and display
the Christian narrative” (:55).

57 See 1 Corinthians 1-2.

57 “The death and resurrection of Jesus Christ puts the issue beyond doubt: vitimately goodness and
laughter and peace and compassion and gendeness and forgiveness and reconciliation will have the last
word” (Tutu 1999:215).
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The unfathomable evil and baseness of the cross is the path which God chooses to renew,
transfortn, heal and reconcile the world. The newness of existence which Christ achieves
for us on the cross, the result of the struggle of the cross and the victory of the
resurrection, is a gift open to anyone.

Tutu makes it clear that the gospel of the cross is not, and can never be, exclusive.
It is radically inclusive, even of the unacceptable, the shameful, the wicked.*” The scandal
of the cross is that it is the ultimate expression of “the will to embrace the enemy,” asserts
Miroslav Volf. “At the heart of the cross is Christ’s stance of not letting the other remain
an enemy and of creating space in himself for the offender to come in” (Volf 1996:126).
This message of inclusiveness is a profound one for the modern South African society,
which has been segregated for years, and which has been ruled by hostility and categorical
exclusiveness for years. The inclusive nature of the story of the cross may indeed be
Chaistianity’s most profound contribution to the debate concemning reconciliation.

However, the work of God on the cross was painful, hard work.”™ Therefore
“true reconciliation is not cheap. It cost God the death of His only begotten Son” (Tutu
1999:218). This assertion is used by Tutu to both warn and encourage the South African
people. From a Christian perspective, the work of reconciliation is not, will not be, easy.
It involves exposing “the awfulness, the abuse, the pain, the degradation, the truth” (Tutu
1999:218); and it is nsky. Nevertheless, it is the gospel of the cross and the resurrection
“which renews and restores” what has been injured “by sinful people and destructive
structures” (Villa-Vicencio 1992:185). This gospel

casts the biblical notion of reconciliation in 2 new light. From the point of view

of the oppressed, theological talk of reconciliation can only be understood in the

context of self-empowerment. It is in removing the barriers that divide people

(cultural, social and matenal) that reconciliation can realistcally take place between

the former oppressed and former oppressor. (Villa-Vicencio 1992:185)

In light of his theology of nation-building and reconstruction, Villa-Vicencio
(1992:185) insists that reconciliation requires a radical changing of people’s hearts and
minds, in order for a new and healed nation to be born.”” Indeed, resurrection to
reconciliation involves radical change, it involves the painful work of the cross and
reawakening thereafter. It cannot be attained by effortless, quick means. For many, it
implies becoming vulnerable to themselves, their own group, and the “other” group(s). It
may include loss and mourning. It may involve bringing about changes in one’s life, as a
practical consequence of true repentance and contrition. However, there is always the
hope that all, “despite the awfulness of their deeds, remain children of God with the
capacity to repent, to be able to change” (Tutu 1999:74). “Ulumately, no person or
situation in this theology is an irredeemable cause devoid of all hope” (Turu 1999:75).

At the centre of Tutu’s understanding of the Christian theological narrative is,
therefore, the message of hope — hope for forgiveness, healing, joy, reconciliation for
individuals and the whole community. The future is not necessarily gloomy, but has
possibility and exciting, wonderful potential. When we deal with the cross of the past -
“all of the past” — we “make the future possible” (Tutu 1999:226). And this activity of
working out our common past (with its various interpretative slants) is like “looking the

57 See also Niitnberger (2003:9-25) who argues for “the gospel of God's unconditional, suffering,
redeeming acceptance of the unacceptable as the foundation of Christian unity”. Moreover, the cross “takes
sin and suffering unto itself” (Peters 2002:281); it is the symbol of God “taking evil and evil’s guilt into the
divine life”. Indeed, the cross shows that “evil belongs to the drama of the world, 2 drama in which God
struggles with and for the world” (Peters 2002:282).

578 Solle speaks of God's “painful love” (1975:44).

579 “Revolution and political transition creates the possibility for change but offers no guarantees. A
theology of nation-building is about making change possible. The gospel is about the creation of new
people, fully human, living in hatmony with the purposes of God for all God’s people” (Villa-Vicencio
1992:185).
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beast in the eye” and tackling it, in order to “help us regain our humanity” and have our
“dignity rehabilitated” (Tutu 1999:170).

It has been argued that the external narrative which Tutu employs in reflecting
upon the situation of the people of South Africa, is at its heart informed by the Christian
theology of the cross. Its message spells hope and reconciliation, and it provides a
conceptual way forward for the South African population out of the abyss of despair,
despondency, indifference and pessimism. It is therefore a helpful natrative, and capable
of effecting much good for the people.® Even though it is, in terms of its religious-
historical roots, a “Chnstian” story, its power is not confined to remain within the sphere
of Christendom.

Hauerwas claims that the Christian narrative of the cross is formative and
normative in the construction of a social ethic for a “community of character.” He insists
(1986:44),

Jesus’ universality is manifested only by a people who are willing to take his cross

as their story, as the necessary condition for living truthfully in this life. As his

cross was a social ethic, so they become the continuation of that ethic in the

world, undl all are brought within his Kingdom.
Hauerwas’ description of the Christian community could also be applied to the South
African community. If South Africans are “willing to take his (Jesus’) cross as their
story,” they will be able to see the glory of being “brought within his Kingdom”. The
cross is a social ethic, and societies that are shaped by the cross — whatever form or shape
it takes in their context — bear witness to the cross of Christ. By virtue of being “crucified
people” (Sobrino 1998:254ff; Nolan 1988:49-67*"), or “crossbearers” (Mofokeng 1983),
they reveal the presence of God in the world. They also manifest in their very bodies the
profound depth of God’s solidarity and protest against the powets of injustice and evil.
The promise they have is of the saving event of resurrection. They, being people of the
cross, have the promise of resurrection, renewal, rebirth into transformed reality — a
glimpse of the “Kingdom” (Hauerwas 1986:44).

1 am not suggesting that all South Africans ought to adopt the Christan faith and
start thinking in terms of Christian theology in order for real reconciliaton to be achieved,
and neither does Tutu. Yet Chnistians see the value of the Christian gospel - its
inclusiveness, its ability to deal with evil and suffering, and its message of hope — in
advocating and sustaining the effort toward reconciliadon and unity among the groups in
South Africa. In inter-religious dialogue surrounding the question of reconciliation, the
point is for the different partners to bring to the table their contributions for a fuller,
more profound and wholesome concept and praxis of reconciliation. I think the Christian
narrative of the cross bears such exciting potential.

Christianity’s story of the cross, as an external narrative, can be anyone’s and
everyone’s story, and by its potential universality it can bridge the gaps and chasms which
have occurred and widened through human history. Its message is a reconciling force
because it is able to cross the boundaries and the limitadons of the vanous ethnic, racial,
cultural, and even religious groups. It is Halbwachs’ contention that it is a normal
occurrence in a society to seek unity (1992:182).° It seems, then, that a narrative which

580 The fact that the suggested narrative is a succinctly religious one may cause some to become suspicious,
because of the often inherent exclusivity and bigotry of religion. But Halbwachs sees no problem with a
religious collective memory. He posits (1992:186), “the remembrances to be found at the basis of religion
are not deformed or distotted but better illuminated, to the degree that they are linked to the present and
that new applications can be found for them.” As such, the theology of the cross can be applied to any
situation where there is 2 sense of suffering, despair, hopelessness, and fear of the futre.

1 Nolan’s chapter, “A Crucified People”, explains how the South African people can (also) be deemed a
crucified people.

582 Jt is for this reason that “society tends to erase from its memory all that might separate individuals, or
that might distance groups from each other” (Halbwachs 1992:182).
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seeks to provide a basis for unity and reconciliation, e.g. the Christian theology and story
of the cross, has a good chance of surviving, and helping the community grow, into what
Hauerwas calis a “community of character” (1986), i.e. a community which is reconciled

and united in its task of facing a challenging future.*®

In sum, the story of the cross enables us to proclaim that God is present in our
South African story, our history. God, albeit the hidden God, is there throughout it all,
Indeed it becomes necessary to proclaim that

God suffered under apartheid. He suffered with the voiceless and oppressed. He

suffered hardships in the townships, together with the unemployed and the

despised, the hungry and the illiterate. He suffered from detention without trial,
from tormure and kidnapping. He suffered and died in bomb blasts and
necklacing. ... He suffered because his Word was gagged and confined to high
metaphysical and deep spiritual spheres, without ever being truly revealed in

apartheid in South Africa. (du Toit 1998:48)

The solidanity and protest of God, as well as God’s resurrection power (i.e. God’s power
to create life in the face of death), are important elements of a theology of the cross for
South Africa — during the years of the political struggle against apartheid, and now in the
struggle against less clearly definable forces that cause hardship. (Corruption, persistent
injustice and racism, poor housing, health care and education, rampant criminality, and a
general sense of despair and pessimism are examples of ongoing problems that present-
day South Africa is facing. All these grievances have their roots in the injustices that have
pervaded South Africa’s history. The perpetrators and oppressors are, however, no longer
as cleatly identifiable as they were under the apartheid system of government. In additon
to intra-governmental problems, South Africa is fighting the more subtle but terrifyingly
pervasive global forces of injustice and exploitation, e.g. economic globalisaton, the
assault of Western dominant cultural paradigms such as consumerism and materialism,
and ecological depletion.)™®*

I believe that the theology of the hidden God and the cross is an important way
for South Africans to come to terms with their past and face their future. However, it
must be noted that the fheologia crucis can and has been abused. Simon Maimela (1993:60)
cautions that this theology should not be used to encourage victims of injustice and
oppression to “carty their cross of suffering with dignity and without complaint as Jesus
Christ carried his”, thereby remaining passively quietst in their hardships. The theology
of the cross can too easily become another oppressive tool with which to silence and
subdue victimised people.”® This is surely no7 its intention, although even Luther himself
came dangerously close to misusing it in his .4dwernition 1o Peace (LW 46:17ff) and his
treatise Against the Robbing and Murdering Hordes of Peasants (LW 46:49ff).”*® Maimela
(1993:61) correcty cautions that the theology of the cross can be a “double-edged sword
which could either be a blessing or a curse”. He insists that it depends on who is
expounding the theology, on whose behalf, and for whose benefit. For those who have
been and are sufferers, it is a liberating, life-giving theology if it is acknowledged that the

Cross is

83 See also Kaiser (1996:185-188).

% Ambrose Moyo (2002:298) reminds us that “creating a just society ... is what the death and resutrection
of Christ is all about.” In other words, the theology of the cross closely linked to ethics (Althaus 1966:27).
%83 At this point it is important also to mention a feminist critique of the theology of the cross. Brock and
Parker (2001:44) disparage it for what they consider its sanction of the use of violence, and its endorsement
of passivity in the face of injustice. They are particularly csitical of Moltmann’s theology. See also Cloalley’s
nuanced feminist discussion of Paul and Luther’s views about death of Jesus (2002), and Juergensmeyer’s
discussion of religious violence (2001). Carr (1988) and Engel (1990} also elaborate their disapproval of the
cross. I acknowledge that these criticisms must be heard. Yet I suspect that those who so flagrandy
disapprove of a theology of the cross hold a false or distorted view of it.

386 See also Apainst Insurvection and Rebelfion (LW 45:57f1),
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an expression of God’s solidanity with the poor and oppressed, taking their side,
accompanying them in their search for their humanity, and assuring them that the
crosses they bear at present will not be in vain but will be rewarded with victory —
in the same manner that Jesus triumphed over evil by his resurrection from the
dead. (Maimela 1993:61)
For those who sull experience the calamities of the ctross, or perhaps have become
crossbearers only after the establishment of the new dispensation, the good news stands.
The cross can enable them to see God revealed in their hardships — as a comforter, a
healer, a friend and an angry protester. The cross can propel them into active defiance
and elimination of their own and others’ suffering, knowing that the God of justice is on
their side. The cross can become their hope for the impending resutrection — whatever
shape it may take for them — which God has promised in Jesus Christ. The message of
resurrection is proclaimed even to those for whom the cross primarily spells judgement
(because they are crucifiers rather than crucified). Their “resurrection” will spring forth
when they have found the courage to repent and turn away from being crucifiers; grace
will answer their repentant response to judgement (see section 3.3).

3.2.5 Remembering the cross as a step towards reconciliation®”

It has been argued that the story of the cross and the resurrection of Jesus the Christis a
significant contribution from the side of the Christian faith in finding a solution to the
problem of alienaton and animosity, hurt and trauma in our country. For decades we
have struggled with lopsided and unjust power relations. A severely stratified society, our
nation has been divided on all grounds imaginable — race, gender, class/economic
standing, educatonal advancement, cultural heritage, religious affiliation, etc. Usurping
and abuse of power occurred in the political, economic, and cultural arena. There were
many who could easily identify with the crucified Christ on grounds of their own violation
and oppression at the hands of an unjust system which tenaciously claimed its power and
wisdom according to worldly standards. As a land and people ravaged by the forces of
injustice, domination and violence, it is difficult not to see in South Africa(ns) the story of
the cross. How can this story of crucified ones be a story of hope and healing, of
reconciliation among violators and the violated? As I have shown, Chrisdan faith
proclaims that the mystery of grace which is to be found within the cross is a hidden
wisdom and power.*® The work of discerning the grace even and especially in our cross
is necessary because otherwise we will continue walking our path of collective
unnghteousness and oblivion. If we do not do the profoundly challenging work of
discerning the grace and the hope that resides in our cross (not denying the judgment that
it necessarily also represents to some), we will be doomed to perpetuate its stronghold on
us. We must hear the word of the cross as one that can reconcile and heal our divided,
wounded nation. We yearn for the promise of grace and peace and hope that is hidden in
the cross. After all, the cross of Christ has become our own, or rather, our crosses have
become Christ’s own.

587 In sections 1.1.2 and 1.2.2 T have acknowledged the importance of issues surrounding justice, politics and
economics (e.g. human rights and democracy) in the reconciliation debate. (See, for example, my references
to scholars such as Villa-Vicencio, Maluleke, Ndebele, Burton and Soyinka.) Yet my puspose in this
dissertation is #of to focus on the practical and concrete political aspects of a reconciliation process, but to
consider conceptual theological and cultural aspects that might helpfully promote and contribute to the
process. Therefore, I do not see it as my task to suggest definite political, legal and economic applications
that might flow from a theology of the cross. 1am aware that my position in this regard may be seen with
criticality, especially by those whose approach in scholarship emphasises praxis above (and before)
theoretical reflection {e.g. those who operate from a strict liberationist footing.)

588 Lois Malcolm (2001:189) identifies the “challenge of hiddenness language: 1o confess to the goodness of
reality and God’s redemptive purposes for it even when it is hidden by the brokenness and horrors of life.”
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Like Paul almost two millennia ago, and Luther five centuries ago, I would like to
atgue that the theology of the cross is (or perhaps ought to become) Christians’
theological and pastoral standard. All thinking and acting on behalf of Christian faith
should be done through the lens of the cross. The cross helps us view our world, our
situation, with realism. The cross reminds us that there is darkness, gloom and despair in
our wotld, in our country. The cross is such a scandal that we cannot turn our back on
the agonies and the suffering of the Crucified One, and the countless other crucified ones
and crossbearers of our country. The cross forces us not to avert our eyes from injustice
and abuse, because it is glaring in its profound hideousness, because the cres of the One
and the ones in pain cannot be ignored. In our country — and indeed in many parts of the
world — the cross is central to our experiences. The cross demands repentance and
uansformation, but also brings these about.

In its mysterious way, the cross is both a symbol of defeat and terror, and of
victory and joy. In South Africa, we need to recognise in what ways we are (and have
been) defeated. We are often defeated by fear, pride, jealousy, hate, anger, all of which
lead to social evils such as racism, classism, sexism, and other forms of violence. In terms
of these, we stand judged. We often feel defeated by our country’s past of turmeoil and
pain. Our country’s story of the cross overwhelms us and Jeads us to despair. However,
the cross may also have the function of heralding victory. It is tme that we recognise the
signs of the resurrection coupled with the cross. It is ime that we roll away the stone
from the tomb of our (past and present) wbulation, nevertheless not forgetting our cross
and the crosses of those still suffering.

Thus, for South Africans the story of the cross can have three significant
meanings. First, the cross, and our memory of the cross, reminds us never to forget those
hanging on it, i.e. never to ignore the plight of the crucified and the crossbearers. Second,
God does not allow the story to end with the cross — there is resurrection after the cross.
Third, the cross borne by the majority of the South African people was not in vain,
because it can retrospectively be seen as a special location of God’s compassionate
presence, God’s solidarity and protest in history. This is not to deny the gross atrocity of
this cross, and that it was (and still is!) truly evil and undesirable in every way. However, it
is through this cross that God chooses to identify with the people of South Africa. Itis
through this cross that God is revealing Godself as a loving One. Through this cross
God is working out something new, creating a community more beautiful than can ever
have been imagined, a society with the marks of the new life of the resurrection.

In our discussion about the need for renewal and resurrection in South Africa we
are constandy brought back to the cross. It has been my argument that for renewal — ie.
rebirth and resurrection after the cross of apartheid — to occur, the cross needs to be
embraced. South Africans, in their quest for healing and wholeness, need to acknowledge
and grapple with their cross. It is in coming to terms with out cross that we will be able
to recognize the hope (i.e. the potental) and actuality of new life. Theology can help us,
in our “quest for human wholeness in all its possible dimensions,” to “make sense ... of
the history of struggle for ... liberaton and national reconstruction” (Cochrane, de
Gruchy and Martin 1999:23-24). Furthermore, “responsible naton-building theology”
needs to be mindful of the fact that “to forget the lessons learned in the bitter years of
suffering and oppression is to perpetuate the cycle of hatred and repression” (:30). In
South Afnica a fundamental part of embracing the cross means to engage in remembering
the terror of the past. “The hermeneutical relationship between past and present is a
dynamic liberating exercise,” insists Villa-Vicencio (1992:27). It seems that authentically
contextual theology must locate itself at the interface between the past and the
present/future, and encourage the creation of something new and life-giving from that

critical determining context.

Will we South Africans embrace our cross, remember it, struggle to overcome it,
and actively look for the resurrection that is waiting to show itself? 1 would argue that the
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only way forward for the purpose of real and lasting reconciliation among the groups of
South Africa is for sincere conversation to start between the different groups and their
passion narratives (Villa-Vicencio 1992:15). On the part of white South Africans this
dialogical intercourse will at first involve more listening than speaking, because it is largely
the formerly oppressed groups’ stories that have not been publicly told ot heard. And
through such active, empathetc listening whites will inevitably find themselves shaken,
challenged to their core, as Antjie Krog reveals in her book Cosntry of my Skul! (1998). The
conversation, the interaction between the narratives; will involve bittersweet change for
many whites, as it probably will for black South Africans, too. It will also involve a deep
sense of being called to repentance. Yet it is my conviction that reconciliation can only be
achieved through engaging in this kind of dialogue (Kaiser 1996:196). If this “cross” of
painful dialogue is embraced, the resurrection occurrence of social reconciliation may
become attainable.

3.3. Sin, repentance and forgiveness

In his treatise On the Councils and the Church (1539, LW 32), Martin Luther elaborated seven
marks of the church.®® One of these “marks” or features is the so-called offiwe of zhe keys.
The terms most intimately related to the office of the keys are repentance, confession and
forgiveness (or absolution). The third Christian resource for social reconciliation that I
consider is what the church calls the office of the keys, which involves theological
discourse surrounding sin, repentance and confession. The discussion concerning the
theology of the cross (see section 3.2) already alluded to the centrality of these three inter-
connected concepts. 1 argue that these three motifs, seen as distinct and yet forming a
tghty-knit logical unit, are key for a Christian understanding and praxis of reconciliation.
The doctrine of sin is valuable because it takes seriously the reality of structural and social
injustice, and human beings’ responsibility and culpability in it. Repentance is a significant
notion because it opens up possibilities for transformation, new beginnings and actions of
penance. It establishes confidence and trust which may have been lost, and seeks to make
amends for sins in concrete ways. The concept of forgiveness is essential, because it
allows both the forgiver(s} and the forgiven to be free from the evil which holds them
captive, and enables both parties to start afresh with one another, and re-build the broken
relationship between them in a spirit of hope and togetherness. In the attempt to
demonstrate how the office of the keys can be a valuable resource for the South African
situation, 1 will elaborate the concepts of sin, confession/repentance and
forgiveness/absolution separately.

3.3.1 Sin
Sin: a Lutheran confessional perspective
In what follows, I give a brief overview of the doctrine of sin as can be gleaned from the
main Lutheran Confessional Writings®™, since it is these writings that provide the basis for
my own theological reflection on the subject.

In the third article of the Apostle’s Creed, we confess, among other things, “1
believe in ... the forgiveness of sins...”. If this confession has found its way into the
shortest and most widely used creedal formula, it must be considered foundational. The

580 The first is that it is a community based on the proclaimed word of God. The second and third features
of the church are the sacramental practices of baptism and the Lord’s Supper. The office of the keys is
charactenistic number four, while the ministry to serve on behalf of and in the name of Chast is fifth.
Prayer, practical service and catechesis represent the sixth mark. Finally, Luther emphasises “the cross” as a
peculiar feature by listing it separately as number seven.

9 For references to the Lutheran confessional writings, see Unser Glaube: Die Bekenntnisschrifien der evangefisch-
dutherischen Kirche (1991).
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Nicene Creed mentions sins but once - “I acknowledge one baptism for the remission of
sins” — and connects them with “remission” (which can be undetstood as forgiveness)
which occurs most prominent! ”Z tly during baptism.

The Augsburg Confession (1 530) mentions the subject of sin on various occasions.
It affirms the existence and potency of sin, and suggests that a doctrine of sin is therefore
foundational for our soteriology and doctrine of God. In Article 2 the CA defines what
original sin is. It is the desire to do and be evil, inherent unbelief, and the inability to
release or free oneself from this state. Article 19 claims that the origins of sin lie within
the evil will of humankind, and under no circumstances with God, which affinms that the
evil which is associated with sin is located within humankind.

In part 3, Article 1 of the Schmalkald Articies (1537), the concept of original sin is
again deliberated. Here, the connection between the original state of sin is connected
more overtly with the acts of sinful behaviour that are likened to fruits that “grow from”
the sinful tendency of our nature.

Die Friichte dieser Siinde (Erbsiinde oder Hauptsiinde) sind dann die bosen

Werke, die in den zehn Geboten verboten sind, wie Unglaube, falscher Glaube,

Abgotterei, ohne Gottesfurcht sein, Vermessenheit, Verzweiflung, Blindheit, und

kurz gesagt: Gott nicht kennen oder achten. Ferner: ligen, bei Gottes Namen

schworen, nicht beten, nicht anrufen; Gottes Wort nicht achten, den Eltern
ungehorsam sein, morden, Unkeuschheit, stehlen, triigen usw.
In this paragraph, the point is strongly made that to diminish sin and render it and its
effects harmless is a fallacy which should be avoided. Sin is indeed 2 great peril for
humans, and should be treated as such.*” Humans are encouraged to be ever mindful of
their sinfulness and unacceptability before God.

It becomes clear that such a view of humanity is a negative one. Humans are not
inherently good, but inherently evil (or at least have the inherent capacity and desire to be
evil, rather than to be and do good). It appears that in the Confessional Wntings little
distinction is made between being and doing. It is as though the state of existence (onginal
sin — being) is inevitably and necessanly linked to doing evil. Sin and sins are therefore
collapsed into one, or at least they are not sharply distinguished.

The Apology to the Confessio Augusiana (1531) elaborates and expounds some of the
theses put forward in the CA4. So it is that in Artcle 2, the concept of original sin is
clarified further. Original sin is the lack of goodness and the tendency towards evil
(“Mangel am Guten und Hang zum Bosen™), which is inherently part of human nature.
“Denn wir behaupten, dass wir von Geburt die Begierde (concupiscentia) haben und dass wir
nicht wahre Furcht und Vertrauen gegeniiber Gott zustande bringen konnen.” Omginal
sin is not, however, a burden laid on us by fate. Itis an offence. This suggests that
humans are responsible for their inherent depravity and vice, and stand accused of it.

Furthermore, onginal sin is lack of the fear of God and trust in God. Itis
“radikaler Mangel an Urgerechtigkeit (carentia iustitiae originalés) und radikale Begierde.”
Human beings lack “original righteousness” which is only in God. Instead, sin is “a form
of alien unrighteousness” in human beings (Peters 2002:276)*”. Although original sin is
forgiven at baptism, iniquitous desire (“Begietde”) remains even after the accomplishment
of this sacramental act. Therefore, sin and sinfulness remain throughout the person’s life.
Motreover, it needs to be emphasised that we cannot release or free ourselves from the
power of sin. Release from this pernicious state is always and alone the gracious and

1 Referred to from now on as C4, which stands for Confersio Augusiana.

%2 In his treatise “The Bondage of the Will” (1526), Luther pronounces the enomity of the power of sin.
593 Peters’ term “alien unrighteousness™ represents a clever juxtaposition to Luther’s teom “alien
righteousness”. Through Christ’s work of salvation we adopt Christ’s righteousness, i.e. an “alien
righteousness”. Peters tries to argue that through original sin, we adopt an “alien unrighteousness”.
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merciful act of God. In Ardcle 4 of the Apology it is stated that mercy and grace are
greater and more powerful than sin.

Article 12 posits that an exact account of all sins is not necessary during penance.
The satisfaction of Christ (“Genugtuung” — safisfactio), not human satisfaction, eradicates
the punishment for sins and eternal death. In other words, no human acts of conttition or
works of righteousness can remove the power of sin over us, not harness the punishment
that we deserve for our sins. It is all up to the mercy and grace of God through the
atonement of Christ, to forgive us and to release us from the bondage of sin. The
paradox seems to be that while we are forgiven at baptism, we continue to sin, and
continue to need forgiveness. This forgiveness is sought through penance and granted
through Communion.

Article 19 asserts that the origin and cause of sin lie with the devil and human
beings. Possibly this assertion is made to counter any suggestions that God may be the
cause of sin and evil.

Article 24 claims that the Lord’s Supper does not procure or effect grace
“automatically” (ex gpere gperats). Through Communion a person does not automatically
achieve the forgiveness of venial and mortal sins [i.e., “der lisslichen Siinden und der
Todsiinden (venialia et mortalia peccatay, der Schuld und der Strafe”). The great prerequisite
for forgiveness to be granted is faith.

In part 3, Article 2 of the Schmalkald Articles (1537) law and sin are overtly coupled.
This paragraph asserts that the law has (at least) two functions. The first function of the
law s, “um der Siinde zu steuern durch Drohen und Schrecken der Strafe und mit
Verheissen und Anbieten der Gnade und Wohltat.” The second function or “use” of the
law consists of revealing to the human being “wie sehr tief und abgrindig seine Natur
gefallen und verderbt ist. ... Dadurch wird er erschreckt, gedemiitigt, verzagt, verzweifelt;
er wollte gern, dass ihm geholfen wiirde...”. Part 3, Article 3 affirms that the law effects
penitence and compuncton.

In response to the question of what may count as sin and what may not, this
document declares,

Evangelische BuBle disputiert nicht dariiber, was Siinde oder nicht Siinde sei,

sondern sie wirft alles in einen Haufen, indem sie sagt, es sei alles, und zwar

durchweg, Siinde bei uns. Was wollen wir lange untersuchen, einteilen oder

Unterschiede machen?

In other words, it is essentially not important to distinguish the sins from one another, or
even to distinguish what is sin and what is not. Rather, it is necessary to admit that one is
sinful, that there are most definitely many sins in one’s life, and that one cannot eradicate
them oneself, but needs the grace of God to be forgiven.*

Luther’s Small Catechism (1529) attests that salvation involves, among other things,
release from sins. In chapter 2, Article 2 (“Von der Etlésung”) it is stated that through
the wotk of Christ human beings are redeemed from the power of sin, “erworben,
gewonnen von allen Siinden, vom Tode und von der Gewalt des Teufels”. Itis clear that
in this context sin is not equated with death and the devil, but is regarded as an evil force
in humans’ lives, and as a force to be overcome. The effects of sin, death and the devil
are collapsed into two outcomes: despair and damnation.”

¥ ] personally find the lack of distinguishing sin from general human trouble problematic. Fecling the
effects of (someone else’s) sin is not the same as sinning,

95 Again, an inadequate distinction is made between sin and what is here called the "power of the devil". I
would posit that they need not be the same, since the “devil” may be a force that functions outside of a
person, while sin functions within 2 person. In other words, there must be a differentiation between
causing harm (sin) and being the victim of harm (work of the devil). Should humans be blamed for the
wotk of the devil, or even for the sins of other people, and harm done by systems and structures, policies
and mechanisms? These forces of evil and trouble are not all the same, and should not be collapsed into
one; nor should they be treated as the same thing.
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Although in his Large Catechism (1529) Luther refers to sin occasionally under the
rubrics of the Lord’s Prayer and bapusm among other things, T am most interested in
what he has to say about sin in relation to Holy Communion. In the chapter “Vom
Sakrament des Altars”, he asserts, “Je weniger du deine Siinde und Gebrechen fihlst,
desto mehr hast du Ursache, zum Sakrament hinzugehen und Hilfe und Arznei zu
suchen.” This seems to indicate that the more unaware you are of your sins, the more
power they have over you, and the mote you require to be released and forgiven.

In view of the Lutheran confessional writings, it is clear that sin and sinfulness
point to the depravity and vice(s) of the human beings concerned. When someone goes
to penance, or shows remorse, it is always for his/her own sins, because s/he has
recognised that s/he is by nature evil, and has done evil. Sin is therefore an occurrence
intrinsic to a human being; it is personalised. This narrow understanding of sin that is
conveyed in the church’s confessional writings, which is also stll largely present in
(Lutheran) congregations, is to me a matter of concern. Most people equate sin with
personal morality, or the lack thereof. I propose that the conception of “sin” be
broadened and diversified. “Sin” should not be seen only in personal individualistc
terms. It should be expanded to include social and structural sin, sin committed, and sin
suffered. It should not just focus on that which perpetrators of crime do, but include the
suffering victims (albeit without putting them in the same category as the perpetrators™).

Some scholars® even go as far as proposing that the term “sin” should be done
away with altogether, because it bears much baggage which is simply at odds with our
broader soteriology, and with the pastoral situation of our communities. To a modem
person, terms such as “alienation”, “injustice”, “self-involvement”, “brokenness”,
“despair”, “woundedness”, “shortcomings”, “hard-heartedness”, “vulnerability” or
“received and/or afflicted hurt” may make more sense than the term “sin”. It can be
argued that such terms may indeed be more theologically sound as well.

Without refuting the tradition 1 come from and hold dear, I would therefore like
to suggest a broader, more holistic view of sin. This view is indeed underpinned by the
core teachings of the Lutheran confessions, but stands in critical dialogue with the more
problematic tendencies of the old tadition.

A holistic concept of sin

In its effort to struggle with the reality of pervasive suffering and injustice, the Biblical
tradition developed a number of possible “answers” to the question of why evil exists in
the world. It is indeed a primordial question, which is asked by most religions and
ideologies that grapple with issues that concern human life. Perhaps the most remarkable
“solution” posed by the Biblical faith is that of the fall, and connected with it, sin.>® The
doctrine of the fall declares that humanity is not what it ought to be, since it has “fallen”
from the state of authentec, full existence in communion and covenant with God.
According to Christian belief, God created the world and all that is in it in God’s image,
and it was “very good” (Genesis 1:31), and God avowed God’s creation to remain “very
good.” It was due to humans’ inability to acknowledge the godliness of God, the
humanness of themselves, and the perfect unity of the two, that this state of “very good-
ness” was lost, or compromised (see Gen 3). It is not that humans have lost their God-
like image, but they have become distant from the connection to God, which is the source
of “very good” existence. As a result, the world is not a “very good” place, because it has

5% It is not my intention to suggest that victims of sin are not themselves sinners. Of course they
themselves become guilty of sinning against others. My concern is when victims of sin are subtly or even
overtly made to feel co-responsible for their perpetratot’s sin. In so doing the distinction berween doing
and veceiving is blurred, which is unjust and pastorally insensitive.

57 For example, Professor Gary Pence of Pacific Lutheran Theological Seminaty in Betkeley, whose lectures
and seminats on “Abusive Religion” [ attended in 2000,

% See Conradie (2005:16-17) as he outlines a number of contemporary theologians’ perspectives on sin.
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been and continually is perverted by the evil which results from a lack of connectedness
and union with God. This state of separation from the true source of life, this perverse
existence apart from the Creator and the Creator’s purposes, is in theological language
called “sin.” Already in the Old Testament the seriousness of sin is underlined (Taylor
1952:23). Humanity is considered to have “lost” paradise (i.e. the state of comprehensive
well-being and harmonious existence), and “fallen” into sin.*”

The above seems to suggest that sin is, in most Biblical writings, an allegory for a
life lived in the realm of separation from God (Cousar 1990:57)*°. It is an allegory for
human nature in its desperation, despair and isolation.®” It is a metaphor for existence
fraught with injustice and woundedness. Some theologians exptess the idea of sin as “the
great adversary of God and humanity, and this is a way of speaking of the destructive
forces that emerge from the broken relationships between Creator and created which
attempt to bring life down to nothing” (Fiddes 1989:134). Villa-Vicencio (1992:162)
explains,

‘Sin’ 1s a descriptive word used in the Bible to identify a perversion of people’s

relationships with God, with one another and with the natural world of which

they are an inherent part. It involves living a life of enmity, of violation and
inhumanity. It is the incapacity to be fully human.

I find this theological metaphor of sin and the fall helpful in understanding — or in
describing — the state of existence in which we humans find ourselves. The doctrine of
the fall, and its result of a dominion of sin, proclaims that the state in which we live is not
“very good” (see Genesis 1:31); it is not authentic, divinely ordained, abundant, intact
existence. It is not what God wills our reality to be. Injustice and resulting suffering, as
one of the core marks of inauthentic existence, i.e. existence “after the falF’’ or “in sin”, is
not a desired reality, and it is not part of abundant living. The reality of evil that causes
suffering (i.e. sin) defies the potential for which life was created, and stands in contrast to
it *? Therefore it must be defied, challenged and resisted, so that life that is meant to be
“very good” may be reclaimed and lived. Sin is hideously exemplified in strife and
hardship, despair and isolation, oppression, exploitation and injustice. This is why sin is
an apt explanation and description of our reality.

For South Africa, sin was exemplified in apartheid, and all the ways in which
racism, sexism and greed came to bear on the people of this country. Ewvil can be
identified as the systemic structures or patterns of opptession in economic, political and
social life. In this view, sin is defined as “those free, discrete acts of responsible
individuals that create or reinforce these structures of oppression” (Engel 1990:155).
Structural sin, bolstered by selfishness, self-preservation, greed, apathy, hate, etc. was (and
is) a major cause of what may be deemed racial division, social hostility or enmity among
groups. According to Hay, sin is not individualistic. There are social consequences of sin.
Therefore, sin can be and has been experienced corporately (Hay 1998:90).

Sin continues to exist, even after the abolidon of apartheid. The tenacity of a
system that so successfully subjugated and exploited so many people lingers. South Africa
still is faced with injustices (e.g. unequal housing, health care, education and job
oppottunities) — some of which are the dregs of apartheid, some of which are newly
established. Sin, therefore, seems to be 2 helpful metaphor for much of the social

9 In the New Testament the word translated as “sin” is ‘apapna (hamaertia), which means “missing the
mark”, i.e. not reaching that which had been wished and hoped for or had been intended, but falling short
of it.

40 Cousar argues that Paul, the author of many of the epistles in the NT, declares sin to be ““a dominion
under which humanity exists” (see Romans 3:9). This dominion is the antithesis to the dominion of Chuist,
which is reconciled existence in love, peace and harmony.

o1 The Evangelischer Erwachsenen Katechismus (EEK) speaks of the essence of sin as “Die Macht der
Verhalmislosigkeit” (2001:173).

%2 See for example Levinson's Creation and the Persistence of Evil (1988),
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disruption and hurt that exists in our country. Sin is also the cause of disunity,
disharmony and social tension in our country. Unreconciled existence (also in the social,
inter-personal sphere) is a manifestation of sin. It is through sin that relationships are
breached and community is ruptured. There is an intricate connection between sin and
broken community (Bonhoeffer 1986:69-76).

Biblical Scriptures show us that sin is part of human history; it affects all people at
all times, in all places. The story of the fall, and the expulsion from Eden illustrates how
sin has been part of human reality since primordial ames. Sin is not God’s creation,
neither is its origin in God (Riedel 1987:39), but it is rather lodged in the state of human
existence. The doctrine of original sin®” is an attempt at elaborating this view.*! The
Biblical witness professes the effect of sin to be separation of humans from God, and as a
result the separation of humans from each other. The metaphor of “paradise lost”
illustrates this assertion with grandiosity.

Estrangement berween humans is at core a reflecion and manifestation of the
estrangement between God and humans (Rogness 1970:34).

The tragedy of man (sic) is that reconciliation with his fellow men is always partial,

even at best. He needs a forgiveness in the center of his being, and from the heart

of the universe. He needs to understand that his offences against his fellow men,
in the final analysis, are a sin against the God who gave life to all men. (Rogness

1970:33)

Indeed, “It is only in relation to God that man attains that stature of a sinner” (Rogness
1970:45), though his/her sin is mostly directed against fellow human beings. Sin is
ultimately the rejecton of God, and “rejecaon of God is rejection of the brother,” claims
Rogness (1970:46). Through sin, human relationships and community and unity are
corrupted. Genesis 4 illustrates how sin corrupts the relationship of humans with the
earth, and with each other. Similarly, sin is the cause of great catastrophes (Genesis 6 —
Noah and the flocd). Sin and its consequences escalate, sometimes into unmanageable
proportions (Genesis 11 — tower of Babel). Ultimately, sin destroys and disturbs
relatdonships — those existing between God and humans, among humans, and between
humans and the rest of creation. Sin is omnipresent, i.e. all humankind is under its power,
and it has, according to Biblical narratives, potential to become a political force if political
rulers do not obey God (see Isaiah 2, 7, 31). Sin is manifested in human terms (Romans
3:23), and the human being is the archetype sinner (Romans 5:12-19). The wages of sin is
death (Romans 6:23), which means that ultimately sin leads to the annihilation of life
(Riedel 1987:40-43). From all the above it is thus apparent that the Bible has an
essentially holistic understanding of sin.** It is “an awful reality that exerts a profound
influence on life in both social and transcendent ways. Sin against God invatiably has an
impact on the human being himself or herself, as well as on others and on creation at
laxge” (Miiller-Fahrenholz 1996:5).

Sin is both seen as a state of existence and as concrete deeds that infringe upon or
destroy life. One could argue that sin is the mark of a state of basic human hopelessness;
it is both the cause and effect of enmity and division (Ephesians 2:11£f), mutual hostility

3 “Esbsiinde™ in German implies that sin was inherited, and chac therefore it is innate to humans. Another
word used in German for onginal sin is “Ursiinde”, which connotes the ancient, primeval nature of sin. See
Romans 5:12, 19, as well as the Lutheran confessional writings mentioned above.

94 Shrver (1995:22) offers an cnginal definition of original sin. *Whether in families that impose the faults
of a previous generation upon their children or in political communities that do the same, we never have the
Iuxury of a truly fresh choice of the bartlefield of our own struggle with evil.”” Oniginal sin is “not a single
event in some prehistory but an event truly historical in the sense that every generation both inherits and
repeats ir”,

5 It is interesting in this regard to consider the categories of guilt expounded by Kar) Jaspers (expounded
by Meiring 1999:62-63). They include ceiminal guilt (harmmg anothet), political guilt (L.e. thwarting of
political responsibility}, motal guilt (acting against one’s conscience, or not doing anything in a situation of
injustice), and metaphysical guilt (i.e. guilt before God).
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(Galatians 5:20), enslavement under the yoke of the law (Romans 2-8), alienation
(Ephesians 2:12), and dependency upon passions and lusts (Romans 1:18-32)
(Baumgartner 1998:35). Metaphors or similes for sin include dirt or being unclean or
impure, missing the goal, treading the wrong path, insurgence or rebellion, a burden, a
weight on one’s conscience, deafness (to the call of truth or justice), emptiness or moral
void, impermanence and vanity of human existence (Ruhbach 1986:42). Sin is usually
equated with egotism and self-involvement. Luther uses Augustine’s apt expression when
he describes sin as the state and tendency of us human beings to be “turned in upon
ourselves (bomo incurvatus in se”* (Peters 2002:276).%

3.3.2 Repentance and confession

Repentance as metanoia

The Christian tradition identifies sin as the cause and reason for injustice and evil. Of
course, Biblical faith also offers a way out, a remedy for sin. The first step involved in this
remedy is repentance. The New Testament speaks of HETOVOIQ (metanoia), which is a

rich term signifying a process or action of turning around, changing direction, being
existentially transformed, turning away from evil toward good. Since “evil is not merely a
characteristic of the deed, but also of the will and mind of the doer” what is needed is “a
new heart and a new spirit” (Levinson 1988:39). Mezanoia is a change of heart.

Beverly Roberts Gaventa explores the various understandings of conversion
divulged in the New Testament. Paul sees metanoia (here translated as “conversion”) as a
life-long process (Gaventa 1986:45). He also insists that conversion is not a2 human effort,
but essentially God’s initiative (:44). Furthermore, repentance or “turning about” to Paul
is not an “individualised interpretation of wansformation”, but it is always transformation
towards and into the body of Christ, the community of believers, “sn/e a community of
mutual responsibility and commitment” (:46). In fact, Paul’s preoccupation with the
community of believers and the interdependence among its members is the basis for
much of his theology, including his theology of conversion. Conversion is not an end in
itself; it is a2 means to an end which is the calling of the entire Christian community. Itis
not just about the personal self and God, but also about the personal self in relation to
God and her/his fellow human beings.

Similar to Paul, the author of Luke-Acts also seems to indicate that mefencia is
never a (selfish) goal in itself. It is always conversion “in order that”, and therefore
conversion stoties are always about beginnings and not about endings. Conversion is a
means to the growth of the gospel, and therefore even for Luke it is not an individualistic
occurrence (Gaventa 1986:92). Although Luke descnbes conversion experiences with
more detail, he is not preoccupied with the events themselves. He does not, according to
Gaventa, portray or advocate an *“ideal” or “typical” mefanoia experience, “no conversion
... establishes a pattern that is followed by later believers or is appealed to in preaching”
(:124). It appears it is not the bow and when, but the that and “in order that” of melanota
which is important.

Just like Paul, who advocates a radical transformation of a person who “puts on
Christ” and renounces the “old nature” (i.e. sin), Luke illustrates real fundamental change
in those undergoing a spiritual about-turn. Mefanofa is not a senumental relationship with
Jesus, but rather it is a radical change of will, attitude, behaviour, perspectives, pattems of
thought and action (Gaventa 1986:150,152). Even the evangelist John and the writer of
First Peter consider “new birth” to be a discontinuity from the past that is essentially
ethical, social/communal and soteriological, not only private and emotional (:143). In
fact, true metanoia is holistic, and reaches all realms of the person’s existence, or else it 1s 2
sham. Repentance and turning to Christ involves becoming a “whole person”, a person

% In German, “Vetkriimmung auf das Selbst”.
7 See also Gutiérrez (1990:15), who describes sin as “a self-centred turning in upon oneself”.
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moving from “disintegration” and alienation (from the self and the world) to
“integradon” of the self in the world (Harran 1983:30). Similarly, according to Hay
(1998:87) petsonal conversion may not be regarded as a private affair. It is the process of
turning from sin to God and the community.

Seen from the point of view of the Christian Scriptural heritage, the call to
tepentance is key to gaining authentic and abundant life (see Matthew 3:2; Mark 1:4, 15).
The gospels are full of stories of individuals or groups who are confronted with the reality
of the power of the God’s Reign in Jesus Christ, and on account of that encounter
undetgo metanoia. The disciples, Zacchaeus, Nicodemus, many sick, lame and possessed
people, as well as people of low social standing (e.g. prostitutes, tax-collectors, “stnners”
in general) were brought to repentance because of their encounter with Jesus, which led to
immediate or subsequent changes in their lived realides. They became “new” people.
John’s gospel states it unequivocally in the narrative of Nicodemus’ spiritual rebirth:
“Unless one is botn anew (from above), one cannot enter the Kingdom of God” (John
3:3).

Metanoia ot “turning to God” is akin to theological expressions such as “dying” to
sin (Romans 6:11), being “raised” to new life in Christ or in the Spinit (Romans 6:4), the
“death” of the “old Adam” (1 Corinthians 15:22), “clothing” oneself with Christ
(Galatians 3:27), receiving “justification by grace” (Romans 4:25), becoming “rightecus”,
being “botn again/from God/from above” (John 3:3), acceptance (or re-acceptance) into
the “Kingdom/Reign of God”, incorporation into the “body of Christ” (1 Corinthians
12) ot the “family of God”, etc. All of these are rich and in some respects enigmatic
expressions. Each of them has profound meaning, and they altogether seek to express, in
religious language, what the deep, existential nature of mefanoia is about. Not one of these
formulations can totally and completely capture what happens when a person encounters
God in Christ and is compelled to be transformed, to rum from sin and evil towards God
and good.*®

Metanoia, therefore, is much more than simply discontinuing some or other sinful
behaviour. However it includes that as part and parcel of the broader circumstances
arising out of being deeply and intrinsically changed. Mefansia is a denunciation of life in
separation from God and alienatgon from the neighbour; it is an affirmaton of the will to
live life with God and in harmony with the neighbour. Such a transformed life necessarily
implies a rejection of sin — both sin as a state and as behaviour.

Confession and penttent action as signs of repentance

Sin and evil always demand an active response, claims Dietrich Bonhoeffer. This
response must involve repentance and/or lament and protest (Bonhoeffer 1986:69-76).
Repentance has to lead to change. It is, ultimately, 2 demonstration of the will to turn
away from sin and destructive behaviour patterns of the past. Repentant action is a sign
of avoiding “cheap grace” and therefore cheap reconciliation (Moyo 2002:300). Ambrose

%8 Christian theologians have ttied to “translate” religious language into more accessible (often popular
psychological} formulations, more or less successfully. For exampie, Thomas Merton tried to explain how
the religious dialectic of transcendence and immanence interacts within human beings when they meet God.
On the one hand they seek “self-renunciation”, “annihilation or disintegration”, “loss of self” in the face of
God's awesome transcendence and “othemness”. Yet on the other hand they seek “self-recovery” and
“reintegration” in the face of encountenng God's immanence or “closeness”, even within themselves
(Merton 1978:265ff). The “loss of self” is equated with “spiritual death”, dying of the “old Adam” or dying
to sin, while “reintegration” is the “new bife” found in Christ and through the Spirit (1978:269). Hans
Kiing’s definition of conversion shows how “turning” from evil towards God must be seen as an inherendy
religious and spiritual affait, rather than just a psychological occurrence: “Conversion is fundamental and
total orientation of man’s life toward God: an undivided heart in the last resort serving niot two masters but
only One” (Kiing 1978:273). Similarly, Augustine expressed mefanoia as the “directed movement of hopeful
pilgrimage toward restin God”, and a trn away from the “disquietude” of the “miserable 1estlessness of a
fallen spirit” (Harran 1983:26, 27).
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Moyo (2002:294) points out how actions of repentance are crucial for the establishment
of justice in South Africa. He mentions the example of Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1-9) to
illustrate how repentance often requires public confession of sin, as well as some or other
act of restitution or reparation (Moyo 2002:296-7).

From earliest Christian history, repentance has usually included confession of
sin(s) (see for example Mark 1:4,5).” Ruhbach (1986:43) is of the opinion that the
language of confession is always concrete, yet also always inadequate, tentative and
incomplete. A sense of shame is part of the procedure of confession. Confession
acknowledges the destruction of or harm done to a mutual relationship, and its purpose is
to open the doors to a new path — the path of repentance (transformation) and new
beginnings (Ruhbach 1986:43). Primarily, confession is encouraged and practised for the
re-establishment of personal relationships, and the mending of the net of reladons in a
community (Ruhbach 1986:43; Evangelischer Erwachsenen Katechismus (EEK) 2001:590°'%;
Washington and Kehrein 1993:113). Therefore, it is arguably a necessary part of a
reconciliation process.

Ways in which sin and past transgression can be dealt with vary. Odermatt
identifies the following four approaches: First is the “analytical” approach which is
considered creatively retrospective. It involves looking to the past, interpreting history
(Odermatt 1986:33), critical reflection and analytical questioning of this past, and an
attempt at understanding our sin in its context. Second is the “paratactical” approach
which implies a moving forward without really making an issue of the sin. It is seen not
as a form of denial or repression, but as a way of focussing on the present situation
instead of dwelling on the past and stagnating in it (:34-35)*"". A third approach to dealing
with sin is silence. Here, the confessor is not forced to justify or explain his/her iniquity;
instead there is silent acknowledgement of the wrong that has been done (:36). Fourth is a
“future-oriented creative approach”, which stresses creating new beginnings, fostering a
way forward out of the state of sinfulness (:36). It is my contention that all four aspects
suggested by Odermatt have their place in processes of repentance, depending on their
context. All of them may be valuable in the different stages of confession and repentance
that must occur in South Africa, if reconciliation is to be authentic.

The Christian tradition has unique possibilities for creating “dme” and “space” for
people to deal with their past, both in a community as well as in a private setting. It can
provide a forum for truth- and storytelling, which implies confession (Moyo 2002:300).
Confessional rites enable the confessors (and those listening or watching) to remember,
and then reveal and know the truth.*”? The truth about a situation in which sin and
injustice happened is brought into the open, it can no longer be denied or silenced.*
This is important for reconciliaton to occur in a divided society. According to de Gruchy
(2000:169), the purpose of telling the truth in a context of confession is

to build 2 humane, just, caring, reconciling society. ... It is only this kind of truth

telling that sets us free to be truly human, that lays the foundation for a truly

reconciled nation. If we are to build a moral culture, we need to know the truth

9 A beautiful example of confession and penance in the Old Testament is found in Psalm 51.

00 “So eriffnet die Beichte insgesamt einen Raum, in dem das Selbstverhiltnis, das Gottesverhiltnis und die
Beziehung zum Niichsten wiedergewonnen werden.”

61! See for example Luke 7:37-50; John 9.

812 Vosloo (2001:26) cautions against “a static view of repentance and forgiveness. Such a static view
disconnects repentance and forgiveness from the past and the future, from memory and hope. ... No
reconciliation, justice or peace through repentance and forgiveness are possible without truthful memory
and hopeful vision.”

613 In the Christan tradition “both truth and forgiveness are validated and joined together, rather than being
forced into an encounter in which one must win out over the other or envisioned as fragmented and
separated parts” (Lederach 1997:29).
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about our past, that is, about ourselves, because without such knowledge we

remain captive to our past.

In order to reveal the truth of the past, painful remembrance may be required. To
remember is often the first step to healing, and this is why it is deemed by some tobe a
moral task with great significance for society.

Confession enables us to look honesdy at the past. It sheds light on that which
otherwise might remain shrouded in secrecy and obscurity, and as such continue to
terronise those under its reign. Transgressions that are not revealed tend to keep a
stronghold on those who perpetrated them, as well as those who suffer(ed) under them.*'*
People become burdened by their guilt and shame, or by their victimhood. Through
confession, instead of denying, ignoring or justifying our transgressions or hurts, we
become free to addtess them and thereby let go of them. Scholars like Lederach
emphasise the importance of remembering the past, and telling stories, as well as entering
into the stories of others — all of which are aspects of confession.”® Reconciliation cannot
happen if those concemned do not find “innovatve ways to create a tme and a place ... to
address, integrate, and embrace the painful past and the necessary shared future as a
means of dealing with the present” (Lederach 1997:35).4¢

Hay (1998:129) elaborates three

temporal categories which sum up the dynamics of the process [of reconciliation])

in three imperatives: remember, engage, and remedy. These imperatives point to and

connect the past, present and future. Once again, the use of these temporal
categories does not suggest a linear development in the process of reconciliation,
as much as provide a sense of journey and discovery.

The first imperative, i.e. to remember, inevitably involves storytelling (Hay
1998:129). As the story unfolds, the confessor acknowledges guilt, and admits to sin. It
becomes a reality, albeit a past reality, from which s/he can no longer hide. Confession is
a form of denuding oneself”"” which can be upsetting — both for the victim(s) and the
petpetrator(s) (Miiller-Fahrenholz 1996:25-26). But in telling the story of calamity and
culpability, the confessor may start to experience a release from its bondage. Through
her/his confession, s/he is led away from self-involvement and from exaggerated vexing
self-analysis which can easily become a vicious cycle® (Ruhbach 1986:44-45). “There is
something profoundly vicarious in a genuine act of confession; for it brings the unspoken
— and unspeakable — words of all into the open,” claims Miiller-Fahrenholz (1996:29).

Confession ought not to be empty talk, but ought to include a willingness to
suffer the consequences of the sins confessed.®"” Such consequences may involve
petforming wotks of penitence or satisfaction (“BuBwerke™) (Sattler 1998:86)**.
“TatbuBle” - repentant action ~ has to address the sin it seeks to overcome adequately and

4 Confession effects “liberation from the acmour of insensibility and defiance in which we had encased
ourselves; a liberation which sets us free to achieve self-respect 2nd to assume responsibility for crimes and
failures to act. ... A person who does this admits his guilt and complicity ... becomes free from alienation
and the determination of his actions by others; he comes to himself, and steps into the light of 2 truth which
makes him free and brings him into a new comradeship with the victims — readiness fot reconciliagon.”
{Shnver 1995:85, quoting Moltmann commenting on being a German after World War Two)

€15 “The most sober - and hopeful - form of international remembrance is forgiveness, that fong, many-
sided, seldom-completed process of rehabilitating broken human relatonships” (Shriver 1995:168).

¢1¢ The Chiristian tradition fosters a vision of comprehensive reconciliation, “of a common future in Christ”
(Vosloo 2001:37).

17 In German, “Entbldssung”.

618 “Indem er seine Schuld losliflt, wird er davon frei gesprochen [immer nur von sich selbst zu sprechen)
und braucht nicht im Teufelskreis der Selbstbespiegelung zu bleiben. Hierin liegt der Sinn des Biblischen
Wortes der Wiedergeburt.”

$19 Indeed, Kistner (2001:2) argues that there cannot be reconciliadon without the perpetrator(s) seeking
forgiveness and showing remorse for the injustice done.

$2 Terms more commonly used for such deeds of penitence are “compensation”, “reparation”,
“mmsc”.
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appropriately, and must be adjusted to the given context (Sattler 1998:109).*' If done
under the right circumstances, penance in action can free people from the debilitating
clutches of an unreconciled past, and open up the future for new possibilities. Therefore,
it has therapeutic character. It is intrinsically hope-filled, because it enables new
beginnings and transforms us to be new creatures in a new kind of community*® (Sattler
1998:111).

Public confession “would drastically alter the history of South Africa, especially in
relation to race and power,” claims Alex Boraine (2000:79). He is of the opinion that all-
round social reconciliation has better chances of occurring if leaders of all camps
apologised symbolically (i.e. confessed publicly) for wrongs done by the people they
represent (2000:78).°® Moreover, in a context where we are primarily concerned with
social and structural sin, as in South Africa, Hay (1998:90) maintains that “to use the term
social sin implies that we need to speak of public penance, public atonement and public
reconciliagon”. Van Zyl Slabbert (2000:65) claims that the truth needed for reconciliation
on “a collective and social scale ... is not the truth of law and science, but the truth that
comes from confiding and acknowledging, a sort of confessional truth”. This implies an
openness to the past, and a willingness to hear one’s own and others’ stoties of pain.
“Those who want to go forward together need to walk through their histories together”
(Muller-Fahrenholz 1996:viii).

I have already discussed the need for South Africa to continue the process of
repentance and confession started during the TRC endeavours (see section 1.2.3).**
Disclosure of sin is not enough. People need to be encouraged to accept guilt and repent
for their actions through compensatory action (Kistner 1999:51, 55). In order to truly be
healed and reconciled as a nation, South Africans need to encounter one another in a
spirit of metanota. This metanoia will be regarded as “cheap” if it is not accompanied by
confession and action, i.e. by deeds which seek to demonstrate contrition, regret and
apology.®® True tepentance and confession involves more than just words, but includes
reconciliatory works of penance.

Confession and repentance in the context of social justice

Although they are often seen as a private and individual matter, repentance and
confession in fact go hand in glove with the battle against injustice and the transformation
of structures and systems of injustice (Bohme 1986:53). Just as sin is not just a private
affair (see above), the overcoming of sin must also be seen in a broader (social, political,
economic, not just personal individual) context. B6hme (1986:56) insists that if the
private and public, personal and social dimensions are not connected, the danger of
practising what Bonhoeffer called “cheap grace” becomes a reality.”® Wolfram Kistner
(2001:2) insists that there can be no reconciliaion without justice; authentic reconciliation
necessitates a redress of past injustice. Indeed, according to the Biblical witness,

81 In South Africa, changing the living conditons of the victims of violence is a form of reparation which
must be offered by those who became guilty of human rights abuses, suggests Kistner (2001:3),

622 See 2 Connthians 5:18-20.

23 Shriver (1995:113), too, asserts the significance of the “symbolic, representative role of politicians in the
enactment of 2 political form of forgiveness. An indefinite but real network of victims and agents calls for
that role”.

624 In fact, it can be argued that the TRC did not go far enough at all with the process. Accerding to Kistner
(1999:41), the TRC was helpful in encouraging people to reveal and disclose information and accept
responsibility. Yet it failed in calling people to true repentance. Its inability to promote repentance was one
of its main weaknesses.

52 Supetficial reconciliation is based on “cheap grace” which expects absolution without true repentance
and a change of heart and behaviour (Kistner 1999:52),

62 For a closer examination of the term “cheap grace” see Dietrich Bonhoeffer's Widerstand und Ergebung

(1970).
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repentance and confession are not to be individualised and privatised, nor to be divorced
from concrete, daily-life matters of social justice (Shriver 1995 210).

The God of the Bible is essentially a God of justice.” The Christian faith is
adamant about God’s radical and ever-remaining demand for justice (Riedel 1987:53). Yet
it must be emphasised that God’s justice is not primarily of a punitive sort; rather, it
envisages the reconciliation of the entire world. It is concerned with the personal and
individual, but also always with the broader picture of social and cosmic well-being.

God’s justice requirement is, effectively, the catalyst for the call to what Riedel calls
“double repentance” which urges people to turn towards God, which is at the same time 2
turning towards the neighbour® (Riedel 1987:55). It can be atgued that in this context
forgiveness and absolution lead to reconciliation, which is a fulfilment of God’s law, an
occurrence of divine justice or righteousness™ (Sattler 1998:108). Therefore, repentance
effects the overcoming of sin, and implies the reconciliation between sinners and God,
and berween sinners and those victimised by sin (Schlemmer 1998:137-9). Repentance
and confession can implicitly be seen as factors in the quest for social justice.

The practice of confession and penance in church history

The history of penance in the church can be traced from the early centuries, where we
have the most overt references to it by the Shepherd of Hermas, Tertullian, and
Cyprian.® Different reconciliation practices ensued in different regions of the early
church (Hay 1998:106). One such practice is the so-called “order of penitents”. This
order was developed between the second and fourth centuries, and formalised by
Tertullian (:107). The “order of penitents” was a form of canonical penance for “grave
sin: sins such as murder, adultery or apostasy. These sins were seen to be grave because
they significantly disrupted social and ecclesial or church life” (:106). The agere penitentiam
was frequently deemed the sacrament of reconciliation, or “second baptism”. It inchaded
the following elements: public confession, “wearing penitential clothing such as sackcloth
and ashes”, “limits to diet, with strict fasting on certain days”, “lamentation”, “prostration
in front of the presbyters”, and/or “kneeling befote the entire community of the Church®”
(:107). Its duradon could be up to seven years. The aimn of the order of penitents was not
only to assuage vicums and re-integrate offenders. Its prime focus was to repair and re-
establish relationships in the community and establish harmony.

The integrity of the community was preserved by a number of actions and

dynamics, for example; by the public acknowledgement of sinful behaviour;

through excluding the penitent while providing a2 means of healing the brokenness
of the penitent; and by establishing 2 pattern of action for the community to assist

the penitent while preserving the unity of the community. (Hay 1998:108)

Here, confession was not seen only as a prvate affair, but as something involving the
whole community as well. However, this “‘order of penitents disappeared and was
eventually replaced by the practice of the Celtdc church with its stress on individual
confessional practice” (:108). Both the Tertullian and the Celtic orders gradually fell into
disuse, the more formalised and regulated they became.

In the Middle Ages it was mainly the mendicant monks who preached and taught
penance, frequently in the context of pastoral care and counselling (Bill 1986:58-66). In
the early middle ages confession was a less psychologised, personalised and individualised
affair than it is today. It was seen as a method of social control (Klein 1999:169). This is

27 See, for example, Deuteronomy 10:18; Psalm 33:5; Amos 5:24; Matthew 5:20, 43-48; 1 John 2:7.

628 See the double love-commandment, Matthew 22:36-40. See also Psalm 51:6; Isaiah 1:16.

2 “YWenn es stimmt, daBl die Leidenschaft Gottes das Heilsein der Menschen und der gesamten Schépfung
ist, dann sind alle Taten mitmenschlich-geschwisterlicher Verséhnung auch dann eine Erfillung des
Gebotes Gottes...”

20 The practice of penance was used as 2 “reconciliation ritual” from the time of the eatly church, argues
Wepener (2003a, 2003b, 2004a).
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still its prime function, argues Klein. The supposed purpose of penance is the behaviour
patterns that it instils: the repentant party is to demonstrate both a change of heart (i.e.
will, mentality) and of conduct (i.e. action and behaviour) (Klein 1999:170)*”". Indeed, in
the different stages of church history penitent action (“BuBleistung”) enabled the
compensation for evil done to others, and demonstrated the importance of the duty of
restitution (:170). At various times and in varying degrees, confession was practised both
publicly and privately, for known as well as for personal and unknown sins (:211).
Throughout, penance was seen as the most overt “act of reconciliation” between God
and an offender, and between offending and offended (human) parties (:228ff). In cases
of grave transgression, persons were commonly expected to do penance under fear of the
prospect of expulsion from the community and excommunication from the church (:229).
According to Shriver (1995:49), the centuries 500 to1500 CE witnessed the gradual
increase of “the sacramental captivity of forgiveness”, i.e. penance progressively became
to be seen as private, secret, and divorced from secular life.

In Lutheran tradition, the conceptual basis, and indeed the prerequisite, of any
form of repentance is the Incarnation of Christ, ending in the cross. God’s radical act of
“turning to” humankind paves the way and calls for humankind’s “turning to” God
(Harran 1983:21). Perhaps Luther’s most significant and radical perception on metanoia is
his insistence on it being God’s work entirely.”” God brings about a person’s “change of
heart”, even the preparation towards it (Harran 1983:185).° This reveals the classical
Lutheran understanding of repentance as passiva contritio, which means that remorse and
contrition is experienced “passively”.”* God is active in the process of salvation and
forgiveness, while human beings are passive. Forgiveness cannot be attained or actively
achieved through human endeavour. Only once forgiveness has been granted and
spoken, can and should the penitent become active to change. Repentant action therefore
is a result of forgiveness, and not a prerequisite for achieving it (Petsch 1996:225).°°

Furthermore, in Lutheran teaching it is not we ourselves who come to the
recognition of our needs, failures and sinfulness, but God who points these out to us
through the law (Harran 1983:186). In the light of the law, we stand condemned. Yetin
the light of the gospel, proclaimed as the word of the cross, we are saved from this
condemnation, and our mefanoia is effected. This is, in brief, the nub of the theology of
justification by grace alone.”* One can say, therefore, that in Lutheranism (and also later
forms of Protestantism) the centre of Christian repentance is a human being’s encounter

631 “Das BuBinstitut ist ein organisiertes System der sozialen Kontrolle. Die Verhaltensmuster, die iiber das
Mittel des Sakraments den Glaubigen auferlegt werden, sind jetzt unter Umstianden wichtiger als das
Bekenntnis von Todsiinden und lassigen Stiinden.”

62 God initiates and completes reconciliation in us through Chnst (Schreiter 1998:14).

633 In “Confession concerning Christ’s Supper” (1528), Luther insists, “I herewith reject and condemn as
sheer error all doctrines which glorify our free will, as diametrically contrary to the help and grace of our
Savior Jesus Chnst” (LW 37:52-53). See also Luther’s treatise “The Bondage of the Will” (1526).

634 Luther protested against the idea of activa contritio because it implied trying to “produce” forgiveness
instead of “receiving” it (Petsch 1996:227). Luther was a proponent of the doctrine of “justification by
grace alone, through faith”, which rejects any form of so-called “works righteousness”. Of course, this
doctrine is a reaction against those pre-Reformation Roman Catholic practices which implied that human
beings were capable of “achieving” God’s grace through their own actions, e.g. by buying indulgences.

635 Nonetheless, for repentance to be authentic, the Lutheran tradition emphasises the need for conscentia
cruciatus of one’s faults, i.e. a sense of conscious agony about one’s wrongs, a deep-felt contrition, a deeply
distressed conscience. Therefore repentance cannot really be seen as “passive” only, but has the element of
“active” conscientisation of one’s wrongdoing. “BuBle steht vielmehr am Schnittpunkt zwischen Passivitat
und Aktivitat” (Petsch 1996:228).

63 According to Lutheran theology, righteousness, i.e. salvation and transformation, is entirely God’s work
and effected by God’s grace alone — humans play no part in it whatsoever. Karl Rahner, a modem Catholic
theologian, differs from Luther in this respect. Contrary to Luther, Rahner (1978:204) insists that repentant
transformation “is a fundamental decision” and a “response to God’s call”. Yet he shows ambiguity in this
point because while he insists that conversion is “freely performed” it is also “experienced as a gift” (:206).
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with Christ, and more specifically with Christ on the cross. As such the cross is the most
important symbol of Christian transformation; indeed metanoia is unfathomable if it were
not for the cross.

For Luther, repentance came to be seen as a way of life””’. The first of the Ninery-
Jive Theses (1517) unequivocally states that “the whole life of the faithful [is] to be an act of
repentance” (LW 31:25). Repentance was considered the continual turning away from
self-involvement to God, the relentless change in ditection — from the path of sin to the
path of righteousness. It involved a process of existential transformation — from being a
sinner to being saved, from being guilty to being forgiven, from living in fear of God’s
wrath to living under grace and with hope (Harran 1983:20). Luther insisted that humans
should “persevere in conversion” (:186). By implication this means that even after a
formal moment of “turning to God”, i.e. of repentance, the process of transformation
continues. In fact, Luther’s deliberations imply three different “types” of conversion in a
person. They are (1) the “unrepeatable entrance into Christian life through baptusm”, (2)
the “repeatable event of contrition and penance” and (3) a “dramatic personal
transformative event” (:22). Repentance involves the recognition and acknowledgement
of one’s sinfulness, and the act of will and decision to undermine sin in one’s life by all
means, through the eransforming power of God (Ruhbach 1986:38).

Luther rejected the tradition of compulsory penance, which had by that tme
become established in the medieval church. He further abandoned the notion that all
trespasses had to be recounted during confession.*® In his opinion the best way of doing
penance was through private confession (“Einzelbeichte”)*”, “for here God's word and
absolution are spoken prvately and individually to each believer ... and also for comfort,
counsel, and guidance” (Confession concerning Christ’s Supper (1528), LW 37:58; see also EEK
2001:596). While in Roman Catholic thought the office of the keys is seen as “divine
institution”, Protestants see it as an “ordinance” (Brakenhielm 1993:81). This implies a
difference in the understanding of the weight of the office. So it is that Luther insisted
that ary Christian may absolve another from sin, not only a clergyperson (Brakenhielm
1993:81).

It is lamentable that a general loss or diminution of traditions of penance can be
identified in modern Protestant churches (Ratzmann 1998:22).*° Depending on the
church tradition in question, and in which context it is functioning, penance may take on
varying forms, i.¢. it may occur privately, publicly, in prayer, in liturgical style or freely
(Ruhbach 1986: 46-47). It may be prepared or premeditated and formalised, ot be
practised spontanecusly and informally. In contrast to the Catholic church, which
stresses three to four aspects of penance (viz. coniritio cordis, confessio otis, satisfactio aperis, and
absolution), the Protestant tradition practises a condensed or simplified version which
includes only confession of sin and absolution (Ratzmann 1998:16), 1.e. the need for
contriton of the heart and deeds of redress are relegated to the background. In the
Lutheran church today penance is usually formalised as part of the liturgy during ordinary
worship services (“aligemeine Beichte”, EEK 2001:592). Confession of sins here takes on
the form of a general liturgical prayer. Another option is participation in a special
liturgical service of penance (“Beichtagende™). There is also the option of participating in
a (litargical) order of private confession (Ratzmann 1998:27; EEK 2001:592). This is,

637 See Luther’s Confession concerning Christ’s Supper (1528), where he insists “forgiveness of sins is not to be
expected only at one time, 25 in baptism, ... but frequently, as often as one needs it, tll dearh” (LW 37:58).
68 Luther vehemently attacked the Catholic church of his me, especially its practice of penance. The
Ninety-fioe Theses (1517} are an example of his offensive against the selling of indulgences. It was in fact
Luther’s disagreement with the penitential systerm and its theological presuppositions that initially sparked
the Reformation.

€39 See Luther's Babylonian Captivity of the Church (1520), LW 36:86ff.

#0 For a further invesugation of practices in different churches (viz. Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed,
Orthodox) involving repentance, confession, and forgiveness, see Schlemmer (1998).
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however, seldom used. The most frequently used form of private penance takes place
during an informal pastoral conversation between the confessor and the minister of
absolution (“Einzelbeichte”, Ratzmann 1998:20).* It is probably fair to say that all forms
of penance practised in the Lutheran tradition today tend to be individualistic in nature.*
Even in public forms of penance, the focus is on the individual and his/her sense of
remorse or guilt. Much emphasis is placed on private sins, and little on social or structural
sins. Lamentably, this is true for most contemporary churches.

Insights from the Catholic tradition

In the Catholic tradition in particular, much theological discussion exists concerning the
rite and practice of repentance. This is so because the Catholic Church holds that
penance is one of the seven holy sactaments.*® Penance includes acknowledgement and
acceptance of guilt (Isaiah 6:5; Luke 5:8), accepting one’s alienadon from oneself (1 John
1:8), and, if possible, identifying the actual concrete sins one has committed in thought,
word and deed (James 4:17; Halkenhiuser 1998:115). 1deally, contritio cordés (contrition of
the heatt), confessio oris (verbal confession), satisfactio operis (redressive deed(s)) and
absolution are moments necessarily belonging to the process of repentance (Ratzmann
1998:16).

It is possible to distinguish between four types of penance. First, there is what
may be deemed “heart-confession before God”, confessio fidei, or faith confession
(exemplified in Luke 18:13, 1 John 1:9ff, and some confession psalms). Second, there is
public confession, which is practised communally (exemplified in Old Testament liturgies
of repentance, Joel 2:21ff, Mark 1:5, Acts 19:18ff). The third type is the confessio caritatis, a
kind of reconciliatory confession towards the neighbour who has been wronged. It is also
tetmed the confession of love (“Liebesbeichte™) and is illustrated in Matthew 5:23f, 6:14,
and 18:35, Fourthly, there is the counselling conversation, mutusum colloguium et consolatio

Jratrum, described in James 5:13ff, involving mutual confession and prayer in a private
environment (Halkenhiuser 1998:118). Over and above these four modes of penitent
behaviour, hearing the proclaimed word (see John 15:3), prayer (especially the fifth plea in
the Lord’s prayer), participating in the Lord’s Supper, and performing works of service
and chanty (i.e. diaconia;, see Matthew 25:34-40; 1 Peter 4:8; James 5:20) also signify
penitence to a certain degree (Halkenhduser 1998:119).

Hay {1998:74-103) further describes the practice of reconciliadon in recent Roman
Catholic teaching. Specifically, he argues that the church possesses ritual resources which

“might serve social reconciliation in order to assist pastors and church workers
ministering in post-apartheid South Africa” (:18). He claims that these resources which
the church has to offer could “provide a basis for developing the dynamics of a pastorally
suitable process of reconciliation” (:20). Hay insists that a process of reform has started
since the Second Vatcan Council in terms of sacramental reconciliation, which has
resulted in the display of “concrete, lived and pastoral concern related to reconciliation”
(:82). A “clearly stated communal dimension to the celebration of the sacraments™ has

8 One example of how private penance can be conducted is given by Luther himself in his Smal Catechiom,
under the heading of *“Vom Amt der Schliissel und von der Beichte”. See also Luther’s .4 disowssion on how
confession showld be made (1520} and The Sacrament of Penance (1519).

#2 The discussion surrounding penance in Leirhnien Kirchhchen Lebens (2003:12711) focuses exclusively on the
individual, and not on the community at lacge. Moteover, penance is seen predominantly in terms of an
individual’s pastoral counselling needs, and not in terms of public responsibility or social justice.

¢3 For Lutherans, penance is not a sacrament, but rather “nothing else than the practice and the power of
baptism” (Luthez, Confession concerning Christ’s Supper (1528), LW 36:60). The Babylonian Captivity of the Church
{1520, LW 36) stipulates that a true sacrament is (1) instituted by Christ himself, and (2) 2 word {(of Churist)
accompanied by an outward sign. According to this rule, Luther initially conceded that, beside baptism and
the Eucharist, penance was the third sacrament. Later on he changed his position by stating that penance
was not 2 sacrament in its own right, because it had no outer or external sign. For Luther it became but a
manifestation of the sacrament of baptism.
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evolved (:82). The church concedes that the historical context of a situation requiring
reconciliation is to be taken setiously, and that the “communal dimension of
reconciliation is not exclusive of the individual dimension” — a false opposition of the two
is to be avoided (:82). Moreover, the concept of sin has become broadened to include
“social sin”, which has become part of official ecclesial vocabulary surrounding
reconciliation. It can be observed that many different forms of penance have emerged in
the Catholic church since Vatican II — in liturgy and the Eucharist, partculatly in
grasstoots communities — and that progressively more emphasis is placed on the process
nature of conversion and consequently of reconciliation (Bill 1986:65).

3.3.3 Forgiveness
In the Christian tradition, the response to repentance, frequently coupled with confession
and deeds of contrition, is forgiveness or absolution. Forgiveness is believed to have
consequences for the present and future, i.c. it releases the confessor from the bondage of
a burdened conscience, but also utges him/her to change his/her ways and not continue
with sin®. Many Christians claim that forgiveness of and absolution from confessed sin
ought to lead to sanctification®”® in the repentant sinner. Sanctification is the embodied
manifestation, the concretisation of justification and forgiveness in a person’s life.* It
may also be likened to the “fruits” or the result of having been reconciled to God.
Therefore, one might reason that life lived in a spint of confession (and which hence
enjoys the benefit of absolution) gains a new form — an existence which Ruhbach
(1986:45) would argue is permeated and infused by Christ, the prime forgiver and
reconciler.® Another way to put it is to say that those who live in and with Churist “exist
eschatologically” because they are freed from sin (Schmithals 1968:317).5¢

Arguably, the “special genius of the Christian story is to communicate and
administer ... forgiveness” (Richardson 2001:45).*° Luther declares, “In the Christian
Church, wherever it exists, is to be found the forgiveness of sins, i.e. a kingdom of grace
and of true pardon” (Confession concerning Christ’s Supper (1528), LW 37:58). Certain
theologians regard forgiveness as the clearest “sign of reconciliadon” between the
wronged and the wrongdoer(s) (Bohme 1986:57; Riedel 1987:56). It can be said that “the
power of forgiveness is used to make reconciliation possible” (Hay 1998:120)**.

Of course, one has to be cautious of not misusing the concept of forgiveness.
There are a number of examples of such “distortions in church history” (Miiller-
Fahtenholz 1996:9) which ought to be warning lights to us as we seek to elaborate the
value and efficacy of the traditon of forgiveness in the church for South African society.
Firstly, we must avoid using “forgiveness as a tool of power-politics” (:9).*' Some critics
of the TRC have already accused it of being such a tool, by pressurising people into

¢4 John 8:11: “I do not condemn you. Sin no more.” Forgiveness can imply “changing the furure
behaviour of enemies” (Shriver 1995:82).

#5 Intetestingly, in German the word used for sanctfication is “Heiligung”, which belongs 1o the same
semantic word family as “Heilung” - healing, and “Heil” - well-being, salvation and redemption.

646 See Romans 12:1-2; 2 Corinthians 5:17, 7:1; Galatdans 5:22-23; Colossians 3:5-15.

#7 See Ephesians 4:23-24, 2:10; Colossians 2:10-13, 3:10.

68 Yet it is dangerous to assume that human beings can ever overcome their tendency to be sinners.
Despite metancia, despite being made whole by God, they remain sinful. There exists a dialectic tension
between being righteous and being sinful. Lutheran theology teaches that humans are simw! instss ¢f peccator -
at the same time justified and sinners,

449 The normal human responses to wrongdoing include terror, vindictiveness, retaliation, punishment,
restitution, protest, ot passivity (Shriver 1995:31). This shows what 2 ground-breaking, avant-garde option
forgiveness is. Indeed, history has shown that empowerment to forgive and move on with the enemy has
often stemmed from the church and the Christian faith (:179).

90 Nevertheless, I agree with Hay when he cautions that “forgiveness is not the only dynamic necessary in
the process of reconcilisgon™. This has been elaborated above, in sections 3.3.1 and 3.3.2.

1 See also Brakenhielm (1993:5) who cautions against using forgiveness as a “tcol for power”,
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“forgiving” perpetrators though they may not have been ready to do so. Secondly, “the
verticalist reduction”, which denies that a higher dimension (God) is involved in the
process of forgiveness, ought to be prevented (:12).%? The third danger which Miiller-
Fahrenholz cautions about is “the fixation on the sinner”, which often leads to (self-
Jpitying behaviour instead of constructive effort to overcome the effects of the sin (:13).
It may also lead to indifference and unresponsiveness to the victims of sin.**

“The single most important concept in biblical Christianity is forgiveness,” claim
Harvey and Benner (1996:25; see also Breytenbach 1986:17). New Testament scholar
Vincent Taylor agrees when identifying “forgiveness and reconciliation as the heart of the
gospel” (1952:223). Indeed, according to the Biblical witness, the goal and aim of
penance is forgiveness and, with that, the opportunity for a new beginning (see Psalm
32:5; Mark 1:4; James 5:16; 1 John 1:9). Penance and fotgiveness is a metaphorical and
symbolic partaking in the death and resurrection of Chsist — which ultimately heralds new
life (Ezekiel 33:11; Psalm 103; John 10:10; Romans 5). Indeed, the Biblical witness is
unequivocal in its pronouncement that renewed life springs forth from forgiveness.**
This rehabilitated life involves a sense of being at peace with God (Romans 5:1), ongoing
regeneration and sanctfication (Ephesians 4:22ff), edification to go the next step in faith
and boldness (John 8:11), acknowledgement of one’s duty toward one’s neighbour
(Matthew 6:12), and a strengthening of one’s sense of community and belonging to the
church of God (Halkenhduser 1998:116-7). Forgiveness may also put an end to loneliness
and emotional isolation — both for the offender and the injured party (EEK 2001:589)".

In the Old Testament, the background of forgiveness is to be found in the
tradition of the covenant. In relation to forgiveness, God “blots out” and “no loger
remembers” sin, “imputes no iniquity”, “cleanses”, and “hides his face from sin”.”° God
also “heals”, “returns to” and “testores” sinners and evildoers.*’ Although forgiveness is
a free gift, humans must fulfil certain requirements, i.e. “repentance, confession, penance,
recommitment”, sometimes submit sin offerings, or demonstrate a “changed heart”.
There are often mediators of God’s forgiveness. Both individuals and groups can be
forgiven, and forgiveness may be offered privately or publicly. Frequently, the nation as a
whole is forgiven. Yet there are also instances where individuals receive absolution.
(Brakenhielm 1993:59)

In the New Testament, both conditional and unconditional forgiveness are
attested. Conditional forgiveness requires conversion and repentance (see for example
Mark 4:12; Luke 17:3-4; Matthew 6:12-15, 18:23-35). Unconditional forgiveness is
immediate and without precondition (yet sometimes repentance is considered an
inevitable consequence of having been granted forgiveness). It comes to those “who
know themselves to be totally without claim and pretension” (see for example Luke
15:11-35; Mark 2:1-12). In the parable of the prodigal son, for instance, forgiveness is
God’s own action (Brakenhielm 1993:60). Jesus conferred the task of mediating God’s
forgiveness (see John 20:23; Matthew 16:19), a responsibility which became known as the
office of the keys (Brakenhielm 1993:62). For Paul, forgiveness and justification belong

2 Hay insists that for “the Christian who wishes to pursue the path of reconciliation ... a simply human
approach to reconciliation is not adequate” (Hay 1998:121).

653 Brakenhielm lists other possible criticisms against forgiveness. First, he notes that damage done cannot
be undone by forgiveness. He asks whether it is not foolish to think that forgiveness can change anything
(:6). Moreover, he contends that forgiveness has few if any social effects (:8). Finally, he sees in forgiveness
a form of “cheap grace” (:11). 1do not agree with the assumptions underlying these criticisms. Neither
does political philosopher Hannah Arendt, who “identified forgiveness as one of two human capacities that
make possible genuine social change” (Shriver 1993:6).

5 Forgiveness is restoration and reclamation; it is return to life (Bersin 2000:151).

5 «_ . .nicht nur die eigene Schuld macht Menschen einsam, sondern auch die Untihigkeit, anderen zu
verzeihen.”

65 These are examples of what Brakenhielm calls “negative forgiveness”,

657 These are examples of “positive forgiveness”.
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together. Yet the concept of justfication is broader than that of fotgiveness — only sins
are forgiven while the whole person is justified (Brakenhielm 1993:61). Shaver (1995:38-45)
claitns that forgiveness served as 2 means for “community building in the New
Testament”.* Moreover, forgiving one another became an aspect of community
discipline in the eatly church (see Matthew 18:12-25; 1 Coninthians 5:9-13; 2 Corinthians
2:5-10).

The Bible is full of stories of forgiveness. In section 3.1.3, I have already
mentioned Genesis 37-50, which dramatically portrays the overcoming of estrangement
between Joseph and his brothers. In this story, the brothers’ crime or guilt is not belittled
or ignored, but taken seriously (Harvey and Benner 1996:33). Forgiving is not equal to
forgetting (:49)*”, excusing (:50),"° ignoting, nor necessatily to offering unconditional
trust (:51). The story cautions us not to adopt what Miilles-Fahrenholz calls “futile
approaches to guilt”. One such approach is “tavialization” of guilt, where crime becomes
viewed as a mere “errot” (Miiller-Fahrenholz 1996:17). Another vain approach is
“fighting guilt with guilt”, which inevitably sets in motion a “downwatd spiral of revenge”
(:18; see also Volf 1996:121). Lasdy, guilt ought not to be dealt with as “in the courts of
justice”, since there the emphasis of the process is on punishment, and not on healing
{Miiller-Fahrenholz 1996:20-21). Forgiveness in the Joseph narrauve is displayed as a
decision of the wronged party to relinquish the demand for punishment of the
perpetrators.”® Moreover, the story demonstrates that the first step towards
reconciliation is the victims’ willingness to forgive (Kistner 2001:3).%

It can be argued that in the Bible the term “forgiveness™ implies much more than
just settling a dispute and certainly does not mean sweeping conflict under the proverbial
carpet. We are warned that “forgiveness can never replace justice” (Miiller-Fahrenholz
1996:viii); yet indeed true “forgiveness goes beyond justice” (tix; Volf 1996:123).%°
Forgiveness means something much more all-encompassing and life-changing for both
the forgiver and the forgiven than a mere cancellation of debt.

The Bible understands forgiveness as a process which includes both the

petpetrator and the victim. Forgiveness can occur when the perpetrator asks for it

and the vicum grants it. This mutuality is basic to an understanding of the biblical
concept. Both sides are changed by this encounter. ... Forgiveness frees the

future from the hauntng legacies of the past. (Miiller-Fahrenholz 1996:4-5)

58 Repentance and forgiveness aims at “the restoration of communion and the healing of brokenness, not
the claiming of the freedom to live apant” (Vosloo 2001:27). According to Volf (1996:31), forgiveness is a
.sign of “embrace”, the overarching theme of Chastian faith. Embrace stands in opposition to a stance of
“exclusion”.

%9 “In forgiving, we do not forget; we remember in a different way” (Schreiter 1998:66).

%0 [n forgiveness, “the cruelty of the original crime has not been cancelled” (Shriver 1995:28).

6! The Biblical witness seems to show that God is against human vengeance (Sheiver 1995:23),

%2 Indeed, forgiveness may figure “not only at the end, but the beginning of the arduous process of social
reconciliation” {O’'Neill 2000:16). According to Shriver (1995:27), the Joseph saga is a “long-drawn-out
process of forgiveness”. “Undertows of fear, suspicion, and guilt will tg at this reconciliation down to the
very end of the story. In this dramatc moment all the dimensions of forgiveness between humnans have at
last emerged: painful, judgmental truth; forbearance of revenge; empathy and compassion; and 2 new
solidarity between enemies. But ... their convergence can be difficult, long delayed, and forever imperfect.”
The Joseph story demonstrates how both judgement against evil and forbearance from revenge are
necessary for forgiveness (Shriver 1995:193).

3 Volf, too, insists that forgiveness is not a substitute for justice. “Forgiveness is no mere discharge of a
victim's angry resentment and no mere assuaging of a perpetrator’s remorseful anguish, one that demands
no change of the perpetrator and no righting of wrongs. On the contrary: every act of forgiveness
enthrones justce; it draws attention to its violation precisely by offering to forego its claims. ... Moteover,
forgiveness provides a framewotk in which the quest for properly understood justice can be fruitfully
pursued” (Volf 1996:123). “In the presence of God our rage over injustice may give way to forgiveness,
which in turn will make the search for justice for all possible” (Volf 1996:124).
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According to the gospels, one of the main elements of Jesus’ activity was proclaiming
forgiveness (particularly in view of the coming Reign of God; see Matthew 9:2-5, 18:21-
22; Mark 2:5-7; Luke 5:20, 7:48). Throughout the New Testament, believers are urged to
follow the example of their Lord and forgive one another (2 Corinthians 2:10; Colossians
3:13), and not to avenge themselves when wronged (Romans 12:17). We are encouraged
to settle disputes peaceably (Matthew 5:23-25) instead of harbouring resentment. Indeed,
believers are cautioned not to make light of the responsibility and authority attached to
forgiving others (John 20:23; Matthew 18:15-19). In order for forgiveness to be granted,
Luke (17:3f) emphasises the importance of remorse, while in Matthew 18:21 there is no
need for remotseful action on the side of the sinner (Stiickelberger 1988:400).° This
ambiguity suggests the existence of several different traditions running parallel in the
Christian Scriptures. The process of reconciliation is not always the same. One cannot
assume that the path toward reconciliation is uni-directional and clear-cut, and it is not
always certain whether there are conditions attached to the granting of forgiveness.*”

Given the plurality of our context, in certain situations it may be necessary to
grant forgiveness before remorse is shown. In other instances the opposite may be true,
Le. that forgiveness is only granted once the wrongdoer has shown compunction.
According to Schreiter’s analysis of reconciliation processes, social reconciliation usually
involves repentance before forgiveness, which culminates in reconciliation. Petsonal
reconciliation on the other hand follows a different order of events, i.e. reconciliation
occurs before forgiveness, and repentance is the consequence (Schreiter 1998:64).
Whatever the case, it is clear that the process of reconciliation may take different shapes
and routes, and that the moment of forgiveness may figure “not only at the end, but the
beginning of the arduous process of social reconciliation” (O’Neill 2000:16).

Stiickelberger (1988:401) is of the opinion that repentance, remorse,
transformation and reparation — as much as these are important co-themes to forgiveness
and reconciliation — are results or effects of forgiveness, not prerequisites for it.
Forgiveness, he argues, is consistently considered a gift of grace, not an achievement. As a
Lutheran, the teaching of s0/s gratia induces me to agree with this assertion that
forgiveness — when granted by God - is unconditional and occurs apart from “good
works”. Forgiveness from God cannot be “achieved” —~ i.e. attained through deeds — it
can merely be accepted as a gift. Nevertheless, the question even for Lutherans is how
and when do “good works”, in this case deeds of repentance, feature in the process. If
they are not a requirement for forgiveness, they surely ought to be a result or consequence
of it.

According to the parable of the “wicked servant” (Matthew 18:21-35) forgiveness
of one’s debtor ought to occur seventy-seven times, i.e. a number which is used
symbolically to mean without limit, always, under all citcumstances, and without
quesdoning. This kind of spinit of ceaseless forgiving is supposed to be the basis for
congregational practice of penance and reconciliation (Klein 1999:49).

Mit Versohnung meinen wir den Proze} dieses immer neuen Vergebens, der aus

der Haltung, Einstellung und dem Akt der Vergebung folgt. Er folgt nicht immer

%4 Two other examples of forgiveness granted unconditionally are to be found in John 7:53-8:11(the story
of the adulterous woman) and Luke 15:11-32 (the story of the prodigal son). Taylor (1952:8) posits that
frequently in the Bible (though not always), the condition for forgiveness is repentance. It is debatable
which tradition in the Bible bears more weight: cither the one where forgiveness is granted unconditionally,
or the one whete forgiveness is granted on condition of repentance. As the Biblical witness is ambiguous in
this regard, scholars also disagree. Frequently, our church theological traditions guide us as to which option
we place our stress on. Most Lutherans certainly opt for the “forgiveness granted unconditionally”
approach, while most Catholic and certain Reformed Christians adopt the “forgiveness after repentance”
option.

3 Brakenhielm (1993:39) points out that one ought to distinguish “between setting up conditions for a
person to grant forgiveness, on the one hand, and setting up conditions for forgiveness to be meaningful to
the one who recesves it, on the other”.
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der Vergebung; er ist moglich, wo sich Vergebung bewihrt, wo sie den

Vergebungsprozel3 dutchsteht und aushilt, wo sie bestindig bleibt. Denn die

Entzweiung ist eine Wunde, die im Moment der Vergebung geheilt scheint, aber

immer wieder aufbrechen kann. Fiir die VersGhnung braucht es Zeit, sie mul aus

dem Herzen kommen, aber sie muf3 auch das Herz bestimmen. . .. (Klein 1999:51)
Nevertheless, the practice of penance and forgiveness within the community is no
replacement for justce (Klein 1999:50). “Forgiveness cannot reinscribe vicimhood,”
insists O’Neill (2000:15). As already mentioned, by forgiving, justice is not overlooked or
ignored, but restored (Klein 1999:51; Volf 1996:123-4).

In most cases in the Bible, forgiveness and reconciliation are closely connected
(see Matthew 18:35; Mark 11:25; Luke 24:47) (Klein 1999:71). Forgiveness is both “a
stage antecedent to reconciliation” (Taylor 1952:3), and brings about “full restoraton to
felowship” (:1). In the sayings of Jesus, forgiveness effects the “cancelling of obstacles to
reconciliation” (Taylor 1952:11), i.e. forgiveness paves the way for the rehabilitaton and
testoration of broken or wounded relationships between people (EEK 2001:590, 591).

The Greek term for forgiveness (QQIN, gpbiemi) means to “let go of”, “give
away” (Klein 1999:50), and points to release from something burdensome or
troublesome. The Biblical witness casts light upon a number of favourable consequences
of forgiveness. Forgiveness produces “a sense of cleanness”*® (Psalm 51:2, 7), “a sense
of guilt decisively removed” (Micah 7:18-19), “a sense of healing and emotional release”
(Malachi 4:2), “a new clanity of mind about God’s purpose” (Ephesians 1:18-19), and “a
new unity berween persons” (Psalm 133) (Harvey and Benner 1996:25). Indeed, the
Christian tradition proclanns, “Forgiveness is a freeing, empowering, refreshing, healing
and joyful experience which is capable of transforming all of life” (Harvey and Benner
1996:26).

On the other hand, absence of forgiveness produces “a clinging sense of
uncleanness and lostness” (Isaiah 64:6), “a sense of unresolved guilt” (Psalm 51:3), “a
continuing sense of woundedness and longing for healing” (Psalm 38:8), “darkness of
mind and confusion about God’s purpose” (Isaiah 44:20, 59:9-10), “a growing disunity
between persons even within the Christian fellowship” (Galatians 5:15), and sometimes
“chronic anger” against oneself, other persons, the situation or even God (Harvey and
Benner 1996:26, 27). However advantageous it is to be released from sin and guile, it
cannot be denied that forgiveness is difficult; it is not “cheap”. Both for those granting
forgiveness, as well as for those receiving it, it can be a painful and taxing task because it
requires emotional and spiritual effort. It is therefore not inappropriate to speak of the
“hard work of forgiveness” (Harvey and Benner 1996:37).

The paradigmatic and foundational example showing that forgiveness is not cheap
is the cross of Christ (EEK 2001:177-178).°" The story of the cross is probably the most
central of Christianity’s “grand stories of ... forgiveness, reconciliation and truth”
(Botman 1996:37). God’s forgiveness of humans is shown through Jesus’ death on the
cross. His death and resurrecton is the reconciliation of the world (2 Corinthians 5:19)
which Jeads to personal and world peace®®. God initiates and completes reconciliation in
us through Christ’s cross (Schreiter 1998:14), as I have argued in section 3.2.%° Soitis

64 Bersin (2000:150) insists that forgiveness is purification.

%7 See section 3.2 for a deeper analysis of the narrative of the cross and resurrection, and its meaning for
reconciliation.

8 “Versohnung bedeutet eine Umwandlung, eine Erncuerung des Gesamtzustandes der Bezichung Gortes
zur Welt und damut zu den Menschen: Frieden. Verséhnung ist die Folge der in Jesu Tod triumphierenden
Gerechtigkeit Gottes. Friede ist die Gestaltwerdung der Versdhnung, die Leuchtkeaft der triumphierenden
Gnade Gottes” (Riede] 1987:58).

2 “At the heart of the cross is Christ’s stance of not letting the other rernain an enemy and of creating
space in himself for the offender to come in”. The scandal of the cross is that it is the ultimate expression
of “the will to embrace the enemy” (Volf 1996:126).
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that the cross becomes the sign of God’s grace in forgiveness and reconciliation. In Jesus
Christ’s cross God becomes vulnerable to the world, the battlefield of sin®™®. And the
resurrection signifies God’s tnumph over the forces of sin, evil and injustice in the world
(Riedel 1987:57)."" For Christians, therefore, the cross is the principal metaphor for
God’s forgiveness of humankind, and the basis for a theology of forgiveness.”
Moreover, the duty of forgiving others is linked with divine forgiveness (Taylor
1952:15).™ Although the crucifixion and resurrection is seen as a once-off salvific event
with proleptic consequences, the all-encompassing reconciliation of the world has not yet
been completed, but remains an eschatologically anticipated ideal. In this eschatological
view, the continued ministry of reconciliation is a necessity (2 Coninthians 5:18). The
ministry of reconciliation relies on the activity of humans, although it is, of course,
propelled by God, based on the salvation already achieved through Christ. A
fundamental charge of the ministry of reconciliation is to proclaim forgiveness
(Colossians 2:13,14) and herald new beginnings (2 Corinthians 5:19). Its objectis to
witness to freedom from sin (Romans 6:14), separation, alienation and enmity (Riedel
1987:59), and usher in a new creation (Romans 6:6-11; Galatians 2:19) (Riedel 1987:60).
Indeed, viewed eschatologically, the Christian is an unfinished person, someone who has
not yet reached fulfilment (Philippians 3:12), but for whom there is always hope for
change and the promise of improvement (Riedel 1987:68).

Hay (1998:92) insists,

Forgiveness celebrates God’s action towards the individual, but also towards the

community. Within this celebration the community mediates and celebrates

God’s forgtveness and shares this with each other and those who become part of,

or return to, the Church.
Life with God through forgiveness in Jesus Christ “must be proclaimed as the church’s
unique message” (Rogness 1970:18), and must be seen as one of the most prominent ways
for human beings to reach reconciliation in themselves and among each other.
Forgiveness, justification, reconciliation, fellowship, sanctification and atonement can,
from a Christian perspective, all be seen as part of a whole — they are all moments in the
salvific process (Taylor 1952). In this holistic view, forgiveness of sins dictates “a new
and radical style of life” (Rogness 1970:55). It implies fundamental transformation

6% “In der Allmenschlichkeit der Siinde, die als Unentrinnbarkeit des Todes offenkundig wird, ist die
Gottheit des Schoplers herausgefordert, der das Leben seiner Geschopfe will” (Riedel 1987:57).

€11 Certain Christian traditions place great emphasis on the concept of Christ as substitute, who died on
behalf of us, and for our transgressions (see 2 Corinthians 5:21; Gal 3:13; 2 Corinthians 5:14). See also the
EEK (2001:177).

672 As Christ took the cross upon himself, we are called to “take up our cross” (Mfutso-Bengo 2001:83).
Jones (Embodying Forgiveness, 1995:xii) asserts that forgiveness is “an embodied way of life in an ever-
deepening relationship with the Triune God and with others”., Moreover, forgiveness needs to be leamt
(Vosloo 2001:28), cultivated as a habit of the chusch (Jones 1995:xii). Vosloo (2001:29) speaks of the “craft
“ of forgiveness which involves “the lifelong process of unlearning sin”.

73 “If I believe that God forgives me, a fundamental change is introduced not only in my life but in my total
wotldview. I cannot at one and the same time believe in God’s forgiveness and be hardened against other
persons whose life is under the same grace that mine is” (Brakenhielm 1993:91). “With a view to the
relationship between faith in God’s forgiveness and fundamental human values, the answer is that this faith
contributes to making the implications of some fundamental human values both clearer and more explicit.
Faith in God’s forgiveness underscores the value that forgiveness can have both in personal and social -
including political - life” (Brakenhielm 1993:92). Deborah Matshoba, a survivor of torture in South Afnca,
overtly connects forgiveness to the cross of Jesus Christ. She declares, “For me reconciliation is
‘axolelwano’. When Jesus Christ was on the cross, he said: forgive them, because they don’t know what
they are doing ... that is how I understand it — forgiveness is creating a culture of ubuntu, humanness,
medemenslikheid...” (quoted by Krog 2003:157).
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(Kaiser 1996:186).* Rogness asserts, “Forgiveness is both the gateway to God and the
climate of the life with God” (1970:14).

Accotding to Brakenhielm (1993:2-3), there are three basic forms or forgiveness,
viz. forgiveness of individual human beings, a group’s forgiveness and divine forgiveness.
He insists that forgiveness is an ambiguous term, and that there is “not one single concept
of forgiveness but many”. Forgiveness is a “remotivating act” which “aims at avoiding
an undesirable situadon by stimulating the emergence of a new and more desirable
situation” (Brakenhieim 1993:15). Brakenhielm distinguishes between negative
forgiveness and positive forgiveness. Negative forgiveness can be described as “release
from bitterness and hatred, freedom from guilt, liberation from a wrongful lifestyle, and
remission of punishment”, i.e. it is escaping or avoiding something, a plea for refease from
something (:27). Positive forgiveness involves seeking to gain access to something, a plea
fot freedom to do, have or be something. It usually implies “restoration of a broken moral
relationship” (:29)°”*. Here, “the one who forgives affitms the value and worth of the
forgiven whose value and worth ... was brought to question”. Therefore, positive
forgiveness is about the re-establishment of dignity and humanity (:30). Nevertheless,
“one cannot always identify forgiveness with abstaining from all anger” (:41). Forgiveness
suggests both “moral criticism and the effort to affirm the recipient’s worth as a human
being” (:41).

Brakenhielm considers the multidimensionality of the concept of forgiveness, and
identifies ten aspects of forgiveness that may alter how it is practised and perceived. He
acknowledges that (1) the “passing of generations and the sheer passing of tme can be a
natural means of forgiveness” (Brakenhielm 1993:52).® (2) Forgiveness may depend on
the degree of indulgence of the excuse that is offered or accepted, or (3) on the degree of
admission or acknowledgement that wrong has been committed. It further depends on
(4) the degree of “betterment or improvement that is displayed or observed”, (5) the
degree of desire and will to avoid hatred and animosity (:53), (6) the degree of “effort put
forth to be free of or gain freedom from a destructive life-style”, and (7) the degree of
remission or punishment sought or awarded (:54). Forgiveness is moreover determined
by (8) a striving to be free of or freed from guilt, (9) by the “degree of striving for creating
confidence and building trust”, and (10) by the “degree of desire for fellowship or
community in a moral and personal sense” (:55). Shriver adds four more dimensions of
forgiveness to the list: Forgiveness involves (1) making moral judgements of an enemy’s
behaviour (Shriver 1995:7), (2) abandonment of vengeance (although this does not
necessarily imply abandonment of all forms of punishment}, and (3) empathy for the
enemy’s humanity. Finally, forgiveness aims at the renewal of human relationships (:8).

In his deliberations about forgiveness in the political sphere, Brakenhielm asserts,
“any number of factors can limit the application of forgiveness in political life”, for
example violence and coercion, or the policies and actions of political parties, groups ot
states, etc. “But this does not imply that forgiveness must be reserved as an ideal that is
limited to the private sphere” (Brakenhielm 1993:56). Fotgiveness is more difficult to
realise in politics than in private life because modern society tends to display “many
characteristics that restrict forgiveness”. Nonetheless, “these hindrances” must not be

¢ Kaiser insists that transformation is part of reconciliation. This transformation is brought about by
forgiveness: “Auf dem Hintergrund, dass ihr tiefster Grund die Vergebung ist, die vergangene Siinde und
Schuld umwandelt, enthilt die Versdhoung die eschatologische Vetheissung einer zukiinftigen, alie
Verhiltnisse umfassenden, durch die Macht der Menschen nicht mehr 2u zerstérenden und auf Einigung
zielenden Verwandlung” (1996:186).

5 It can mean “the reestablishment of a moral — though not necessarily a personal - reladonship”
(Brakenhielm 1993:31).

% It seems troe that forgiveness and reconciliation require considerable time. “Yet this in itself is a great,
dangerous fact, for ... time alone does not change anything in human society.” In fact, time can erode
memory which is so vital for the forgiveness and reconciliation process (Shriver 1995:88).
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elevated “into absolute roadblocks for political applications™ (:57). There are ways in
which the difficulties of forgiveness in political life can be overcome. Often, argues
Brakenhielm (:57), the “struggle for social justice with a religious reservation” fosters a
spirit of forgiveness within a nation.
It has already been suggested that forgiveness is a controversial topic, especially in
a context where sin and injustice took on enormous socio-political dimensions, such as in
South Africa under apartheid. Nevertheless it is indisputable that from a Christian
theological perspective, forgiveness is a key element of reconciliation, which may not be
ignored in a discussion concerning Christian reconciliaion paradigms. Indeed, we have
seen that many theologians consider the concept of forgiveness to be the most authentic
and compelling Christan contribution to the debate surrounding reconciliation.
Desmond Tutu is one of these ardent advocates for the necessity of the Christian practice
of forgiveness for purposes of social reconciliation. In his book, No Future Without
Forgiveness (1999), Tutu insists that if the victimised forgive the perpetrators of the past
they are not only liberating the oppressors from their burden of guilt and enabling them
to regain their dignity. Forgivers also create a way of being inwardly reconciled to their
past as victims, and open up avenues for their own healing and for the restoration of their
personhood which was crippled by their victimisation. Both the seeker and the granter of
forgiveness affirm the human worth of the other (Brakenhielm 1993:43).
To forgive is not just to be altruistic. It is the best form of self-interest. What
dehumanizes you, inexorably dehumanizes me. Forgiveness gives people
resilience, enabling them to survive and emerge still human despite all efforts to
dehumanize them. (Tutu 1999:35)”
In fact, Tutu argues that without forgiveness, neither blacks nor whites will be liberated
from their ugly past. Mutual and reciprocal forgiveness is an act of “setting each other
free” from the bondage of evil, and the stronghold memories of the past may have on us
{(Miiller-Fahrenholz 1996:24; Kistner 2001:3). “Forgiveness is an act of freedom” which
frees us from the power of the past (Schreiter 1998:58).°® Walter Wink forwatds the
same argument when he insists that vicims themselves are liberated from the terror of
their victimhood by forgiving their aggressors. According to Wink (1998:15),
forgiveness does not mean that we condone or accept the behavior of the
perpetrator. The vicum does not turn a blind eye to the crime, but rather frees
herself from ongoing psychological torture, thus clearing a path by which she can
seek justice that is motivated, not by revenge, but by the pursuit of universal
change and transformagon. Harbonng enmity and secking revenge only
perpetuates the power of oppressors to lord it over their victims long after the
deed was done. Thus, at the most fundamental level, forgiveness spells liberation
for the vicim.
In forgiving, victims are set free from the burden of the crime which was committed
against them.”” Both victims and malefactors need to be shaken by the terror and weight
of the crime, and then be given the opportunity to move on. “Forgiveness seeks to

7 “] can never be what [ ought (o be untl you are what you cught to be” (Shrver 1995:203, quoting
Marin L. King in 1961).

78 Courage to embrace diversity and pluralism is part of forgiveness (Shriver 1995:227). We need to
acknowledge and jeam “that strangeness is more gift than harm to our humanity” (:233).

79 Wink (1998:15) relates an expetience that illustrates his convictions: “In 1998 I led 2 wotkshop on non-
violence with a group of South African church leaders, half of them black. Every black person there had
been tortured, and all had forgiven their torturers. One reason why they might have done so is admittedly
pragmatic. Hatred destroys the soul, and no matter how deserving of revenge the enemy may be, to
continue to catry the desire for vengeance is simply to roast in your own fire. Forgiveness lifted a huge
busden off their souls. It freed them from the crushing weight of a rage that could destroy them. For their
own sakes they needed 1o forgive, so that their souls could soar free of the power of the past to consume
them, beyond the power of the torturer to continue to dominate their minds.”
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prevent the perpetuation of the cycle of violence,” claims de Gruchy (2000:171).%
Moreover, “questions of forgiveness and reconciliation concern not only those directly
involved but also those on whom the impact is ‘only’ indirect” (Miiller-Fahrenholz 1996:
viii).

It is Tutu’s conviction that South Africa’s sin of the past — apartheid — victimised
both whites and blacks, though in very different ways, so that both need to be healed
fromit. “In one way or anothet, as a supporter, a perpetrator, a victim, or one who
opposed the ghastly system, something happened to our humanity. All of us South
Africans are less whole than we would have been without apartheid” (Tueu 1999:154). In
order for our society to become whole again, in order for it to be reconciled, forgiveness
is crucial. And the message and practice of forgiveness, alongside the call for and practice
of repentance (which includes the confession of sins), is a significant resource offered by
the Christian faith,

Arguing for the significance of the act of forgiveness, some medical and
psychological researchers have in fact identfied a “close connection between forgiveness
and health” (Hatvey and Benner 1996:28)". “Forgiveness is necessary for freedom from
the exhausting attempt to construct and maintain a ‘balance of payments’ kind of
relationship between culprit and vicim” (:61). Forgiveness has a healing quality for those
involved. Indeed, “forgiveness of guilt and healing of suffering are inseparably bound
together in a process.... This healing encounter opens up new and constructive alliances
(Miiller-Fahrenholz 1996:v1ii). For this reason the ministry of forgiveness ought to be “a
pastoral prionty” (Harvey and Benner 1996:68), and indeed the church would do well in
revisiting the role of forgiveness in pastoral care and counselling (:87ff, 98).

In the South African context, the question has been and must be asked: Can there
be forgiveness without honest repentance and confession? Furthermore, is reconciliation
a necessary corollary to forgiveness? (Moyo 2002:294). These questions are debatable,
and indeed different scholars and ordinary people have different views.** In the
paragraphs above devoted to Biblical perspectives on forgiveness, I have already
mentioned the difficulty of finding consensus among the different views and approaches.
There are those who insist that repentance is a prerequisite for forgiveness, while others
maintain forgiveness is the catalyst for repentance. Different Biblical as well as dogmatic
traditions place different emphases. Without wanung to resolve the tension that resides in
the question, perhaps it may suffice to claim that forgiveness is, in the end, a “hard-work
miracle” (Harvey and Benner 1996:30). It takes effort, and it is a gift. These two qualities
of forgiveness are in dialectic tension; both together point to the truth. Forgiveness
granted is a free gift, but it is not “cheap”. It requires hard work and constructive effort.
Perhaps it is healthiest for us South Africans to opt for neither approach to the exclusion
of the other. There are certainly instances when people can and will forgive only when
repentance is shown and demonstrated by the wrongdoer(s). But other situations exist
where forgiveness is granted without prior penance and remorse. Both ways are part of
the South African, and indeed the human, expedence.

¢ Forgiveness “does not negate moral accountability but it has greater transformative power than
vengeance” {de Gruchy 2000:170).

%81 See also the EEK (2001:178), where a direct correlation is established between sin and illness. When sin
is seen as an iliness, forgiveness is the restoration to health. Similady, Mpolo (1994:31) insists that healing
professionals have a duty to lead governments and churches toward “repentance, confession, mutual
forgiveness, reconciliation and more supportive solidarity”,

642 Miiller-Fahrenholz {1996:28) is of the opinion that confession is indeed necessary for forgiveness to
occur. The queston may then be asked: If repentance/confession and forgiveness belong together
unequivocally, is the order of their occurrence important? Must confession occur before forgiveness can
happen? Or can repentance be the result of received forgiveness? This question resembles the one
discussed above, whether forgiveness is granted ar 4 reswlt of repentance, or tepentance is induced by
forgiveness.
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3.3.4 Conclusion: practicing repentance and forgiveness in South Africa

The Christnan tradition is both called and equipped to “foster a spirit of confession within
its congregations and call them into a community of repentance and forgiveness” (Assefa
1996:52). It is the prerogative and duty of Christian cominunities to witness to a process
of repentance and forgiveness in society at large. (This process necessarily involves
uncovering sin.) To use Richardson’s image, the Christian church has the potency to be a
“healing virus” which “infects” society with “forgiveness, healing and reconciliation”
(2004:20). It has been the task of this section to demonstrate that Christianity has
significant offerings to share in terms of approaches and methods of repentance and
forgiveness (Ruhbach 1986:38). Although Christianity cannot prescrbe to society how
reconciliation 1s to be achieved, Christian communities have a rich store of resoutces
which they can display to broader society, as living examples of how it can be done. Mote
specifically,

The Christian understanding of repentance, forgiveness, and reparation is of

fundamental importance in helping to shape the national consciousness of what is

required for healing the land, genuine reconciliation, and building 2 moral and

democratic culture. (de Gruchy 1997:27)

In terms of what confession and repentance may mean for South Africa’s
endeavour to be a reconciled nation, a concrete suggestion is that it helps us South
Africans to deal with our sinfulness. Past (and present) injustice (or sin) needs to be
recognised, admitted and addressed — not swept under the proverbial carpet. In a process
of confession, the confessor (or perpetrator of sin) is given the opportunity to face
his/her guilt in a “safe” environment, and the community is given the chance to be
liberated by telling and hearing the truth. Moreover, through the processes of uncovering
sin, confession, repentance and forgiveness, people’s dignity is restored, broken
relatonships are healed, and the well-being of the community is enhanced.

Repentance and confession has been ritualised and formalised in the Christian
traditon. Confession or repentance, forgiveness, reconciliation and making a new
beginning are all core themes of every Chastian worship service, claims Kistner (2001:3).
Indeed, one could argue that the church has the potential to offer “a path to reconciliation
through its liturgical and ritual tradition” (Hay 1998:121). Over the centuries, Christanity
has produced a myriad of rites and practices that aim at addressing sin, and effecting
repentance. Some of these liturgical practces have been mentioned above. It is my
contention that the rich store of rites of tepentance available in the church may be useful
in devising efficacious ways for reconciliation to occur in South Aftica. Not only are
there many pracucal tradmons that may be employed for the benefit of the process, but
also many “human resources”. Priests, pastors or ministers are trained and ordained to
set in motion and preside over processes of penance and absolution. In fact, the office of
the keys can be extended to all Christians, who are professed to have the authority to
absolve repentant persons from their burden of guilt if they have confessed it (see John
20:23, Matthew 18:18).

Of course, the Christian practice of confession and penance, though significant in
church history, has lost much of its impact, and has fallen into limited (and indeed in
some cases questionable) use in recent centuries. Therefore it is important to
aclmowledge the need for rejuvenating these practices, or adapting them to suit the given
situation of need. This may involve trying out new modes and ways of expressing
penance (Schlemmer 1998:143-5), including non-sacramental forms, and forms which are
not necessarily bound to occur in a particular setting (e.g. inside a church building, or
during a worship setvice) and which may include new symbols and unconventional ritual
elements (Schlemmer 1998:146-7).
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In this section I have investigated some notions concerning sin, repentance and
forgiveness. These three motifs are central to the Christian office of the keys. Indeed,
repentance and forgiveness are central to a Christian understanding of reconciliation after
a period of strife or alienation. I have argued that seen in relation to one another, they
provide an efficacious paradigm that may contribute helpfully to the quest for
reconciliation in South Africa.

3.4 The church as reconciling community and institution

In previous sections it has been argued that the Christian tradition has much to offer in
the debate surrounding social reconciliation in South Africa. First, I investigated possible
resources gleaned from Christian Scriptures. Then I elaborated what I consider to be the
primary contribution to the discussion, viz. the Christian narrative of the cross and the
resurrection. Subsequently, I argued for the efficacy of the additional Christian notions of
sin, repentance and forgiveness, and the practices surrounding these. In this section, I
wish to forward the argument that another prime resource that Christianity has to offer is
the community it engenders. Lederach (1997:84) argues that in order to provide an
environment for sustained reconciliation and peace to thrive, an “infrastructure for
peacebuilding” needs to be built. “Such an infrastructure is made up of a web of people,
their relationships and activities, and the social mechanisms necessary to sustain the
change sought. This takes place at all levels of the society.” I argue that the church can
provide such an “infrastructure” through its “web of people, their relationships and
activities” and its already existent “social mechanisms”. Indeed, besides its theological
and ethical teaching, of which I have investigated but a small piece in preceding sections,
Christianity’s main contribution is its very embodiment, its manifestation in communal
terms: the church. My assertion is that the Christian church is (or can be) a reconciling
community and institution. For example, through its proclamation, celebration, liturgy
and spirituality, its practice of penance and Communion, and its influence on morality in
society it can be a manifestation of and witness to reconciled existence. Below I will argue
that the church, as an institution and a community of persons, bears a number of
possibilities for enabling and promoting social reconciliation.

“In Christianity, the notion of reconciliation ... is key to understanding the
ministry and mission of Jesus, and therefore of the ministry of the church” (Hay
1998:119). It has already been argued that the event of the crucifixion of Jesus Christ is,
to Christians, the impetus for reconciliation among humans. This reconciliation is to
occur first among believers, i.e. in the congregation (Stickelberger 1988:433). As we have
seen, reconciliation is usually understood in ethical-ecclesial terms — not primarily
dogmatic or theoretical categories, especially by Paul (:434). Reconciliation is not just a
dogmatic theological concept, but also a category of social ethics (Baumgartner 1998:38).
It is the church’s duty and call to break the walls of division that exist among people of
different backgrounds and cultural heritages (Ephesians 2:14); indeed one may argue that
reconciliation is the magna charta, the central aim, of the Christian community (Lochmann
1977:91; Baumgartner 1998:37). This duty exceeds the bounds of the church, since the
church is called to be the instrument of reconciliation in #be world (2 Corinthians 5:19)
(Lochmann 1977:92). Shalom, i.e. comprehensive well-being which includes all of
creation, is the ultimate goal and aim of reconciliation (Baumgartner 1993:53), and
therefore becomes the goal and aim of the church. The ministry of reconciliation is, like
all other God-willed activity, seen as the work of the Holy Spirit who enables and equips
the community for this task (Stiickelberger 1988:450). Similarly, all reconciliation
endeavours by the church are seen as part of the primary service of love towards the
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world — love being perhaps the most notable Biblical category of Christian life®®
(Stiickelberger 1988:464).

The church of Christ has a concrete call and sending message®. As those who
have experienced reconciliation (i.e. the “saved” and “converted”), Christians are to
participate in God’s work of reconciling the world®”. In this way, the church as a
community offers and actually becomes a “place/space of reconciliation” (Baumgartner
1998:37). Indeed,

The message of reconciliation and forgiveness through faith in Jesus Christ is at

the core of the life and ministry of the Church. The Church is that instrument

thxough which God chooses to be reconciled with creation as a whole, but more
so with people, and to reconcile people with one another regardless of race, color,

or creed. (Moyo 2002:294)

In this communal light, reconciliation necessarily becomes not only a religious category,
but gains political, social and economic significance as well. H.]. Ulrich (1997:13) insists,
Versohnung erscheint nun nicht mehr als exklusive Heilshandlung Gottes,

sondern als eine nach dem Modell zwischenmenschlicher

Vers6hnungsbemithungen gedachten friedensstiftenden MaBnahme Gottes,

welche umgekehrt menschlichen Bemiihungen um zwischenmenschliche

Ausséhnung und die Herstellung politischen oder sozialen Friedens als Vorbild

und Motivation dient.

According to Klein (1999:17), in the church reconciliation is perceived and
practised under the New Testament rubrics of paptoupia, Agitovpyta and Srakovia™
— witness or teaching, celebration or liturgy and service or practical ministry (see also
Baumgartner 1998:41ff). It is the church’s duty to witness to the hope, the new creation,
the anticipated eschatological Reign of justice and peace promised by God (Stiickelberger
1988:444). In view of the Biblical tradition, the church is a manifestation of the new
covenant®’ offered by God, a pledge in which God reconciles Godself with the world,
and wills the inner reconciliation of all things. In the context of this covenantal
relationship of reconciled existence, the church testifies to the ultimate fulfilment and
fruition of God’s covenant, the promise of comprehensive reconciliation of all creation
(Stiickelberger 1988:446-9).

In the middle ages, the church drew on six institutions for reconciliation purposes,
i.e. baptism, the Eucharist, preaching, penance, the veneration of saints and pilgrimages.
All of these were seen as “reconciliation rituals” (Wepener 2003a, 2003b, 2004a), and are,
to varying degrees, still viewed as such today. It is beyond the scope of this study to
elaborate a// the resources that the church has to offer for achieving reconciliation.
Therefore I limit my study to the few that I consider to be especially significant. In his
treatise Of the Councils and the Church (1539), the reformer Martin Luther elaborated se seven
““marks” (i.e. characteristics or traits) of the church. The ﬁ:§t45 that it is a community
based on the proclaimed word of God. The gécond and third features of the church are
the ritual practices of baptism and the Lord’s Supper. The office of the keys is the fourth
characteristic, while the ministry to serve on behalf of and in the name of Christ is fifth.
Prayer, practical service and catechesis represent the sixth mark. Luther emphasises “the
cross” as a peculiar feature by listing it separately as number seven. In section 3.2 1

3 See John 3:16; Matthew 22:36-40.

64 Peacemaking and reconciliation “are mandates and not merely options for the Christian church” (Assefa
1996:51).

685 “Die)Christen sollen als ‘conversi’, als Bekehrte und Erloste, an diesem Versohnungshandeln Gottes in
der Welt und fiir die Welt mitwirken” (Baumgartner 1998: 37).

66 In German, “Zeugnis/Lehre”, “Feier” and “Dienst/Praxis”.

67 The first testament/offer of reconciliation is narrated in Gen 6:18, 9:8ff. Subsequent offers of
reconciliation occur in Sinai (Exodus 34:27), with Joshua (Joshua 24:1), in exile (Jeremiah 31:31), and then
finally in the New Testament Lord’s Supper texts.
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already elaborated the seventh mark, “the cross”, while section 3.3. represented a
discussion of the fourth mark, the office of the keys. Below I will discuss some of the
remaining marks of the church, and explicate how they might be seen as helpful in the
endeavour towards social reconciliation in South Africa.

3.4.1 The Eucharist

' Within the church community, the ministry of witnessing to God’s reconciliation is
manifested in the practice of eucharistic communion (Stiickelberger 1988:442)." Many
theologians are emphatic about the reconciliatory character of the Eucharist (Klein
1999:222ff; Ruhbach 1986:48; Seitz 1986:69-71). It is considered to serve “as model and
soutce for the body of Christ to embody reconciliation” (Vosloo 2001:40). Not
surprisingly, Holy Communion is frequently deemed the “sacrament of reconciliation”
(Klein 1999:226). The communal nature of the Eucharist bears reference to political,
economic and social human interaction (see Matthew 5:23; 1 Corinthians 10:16ff, 11:20-
22; Galatians 3:28), and is therefore a reflection of these dynamics present in the gathered
| community (Klein 1999:223). According to Scripture, reconciliation with the neighbour is
' a prerequisite for participation in the Eucharist, but also its consequence. A “holy kiss”,
i.e. 2 kind of physical act of Acceptance of the other, is the outward sign of that
reconciliation between people The invitation for forgiveness and reconciliation to
occur among those around the table is implicit, because God’s gift of forgiveness,
celebrated at Communion, is seen as having been granted first and thereby having
provided the impetus for inter-human forgiveness (see Matthew 5:23f).”” In the
Eucharist, Christians remember Christ’s broken body, and participate in its brokenness.
Indeed, we, too, are a “wounded body”; we can find healing through remembrance of the
wounds of Christ, and hope through the resurrection (Vosloo 2001:40).

Christians believe that, as one of the main features of liturgical-sacramental
worship, the Eucharist entails the renewal of personal and social life (Klein 1999:224).
This means, the sacrament actually engenders the reconstruction of social relationships,
and builds community among participating people.”’ According to Luther, the realisation
or accomplishment (“Werk”) of the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper is the communion of
saints — the embodied church, where each member belongs to the others. The Holy
Supper and the corporeality of the community in the body of Christ represent a unit, and
the Supper “is a spiritual force against the ‘tendency (Neigung) toward anger, hate, pride
and impurity, etc., that attack us because we live” (Dalferth 2003:2, quoting Luther).
Holy Communion is “a sign that the fight against sin is not something individual, but is
the fight of Christ and his saints” (Dalferth 2003:2).”

Silfredo Dalferth claims the Eucharist is the “structural centre” of the church
(2003:16). It is the most powerful outward sign that people are, in Luther’s terms, simu/

688 Wepener (2003a, 2003b, 2004a) argues that the Euchanst has been used as a reconciliation ritual from
the time of the early church.

689 This is reminiscent of Volf’s theology of “embrace”. Embrace stands in opposition to a stance of
“exclusion” (Volf 1996:31). Through the scandal of the cross, Christians are invited to “embrace the
enemy” (:126).

6% Stickelberger (1988:442) insists that the table communion of the Lord’s Supper is inevitably partisan,
because it demonstrates solidanty with the victims of injustice. Chung (2003:15) claims, “The real
participation in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper is identical with real participation in the fellowship with
Christ and his poor brothers and sisters in the sense of Christ’s universal presence with them.” (Chung
2003:15)

91 “To be Christian means ‘crossing the boundary™ that exists between oneself and another (Mfutso-Bengo
2001:83). According to Washington and Kehrein (1993:113), the most important principle for
reconciliation is commitment to relationship. The establishment of renewed relationships is the heart of the
reconciliation process, as well as its generator.

92 See van der Water (1991:92ff) as he elaborates a Chnstian spintuality surrounding the Eucharist. Here,
the Eucharist is seen as a ritual of protest and liberation.
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Zustus el peceator, both just and depraved, saints and sinners at the same time. The
Eucharist represents to its pattakers justification and sanctification by Christ. Indeed,
Holy Communion is the ultimate sign of God’s unconditional acceptance; all — even the
“unacceptable” and excluded®™ — are welcome.® “Hate, indifference and conditional
love must be condemned in the name of God. Even Judas ... was invited to the Lotd’s
Table” (Dalferth 2003:17). Moreover, in reference to Jesus’ parable of the great feast,
Dalferth (2003:16) explains, “The symbolism of the banquet of the Kingdom of God is
included in the Supper. The full and complete reconciliation of God in Christ with the
wortld is translated as a historical reconciliation between the unreconciled and the
excommunicated.” Since God invites people to the Table unconditionally, it is the duty
and the gift of the church to do just that — go beyond the conditions imposed by human
beings, overstep humanly construed boundaries, and share the common gift.

Holy Communion, despite different churches’ theological understandings of it, is 2
sign of ecumenism, of unity among believers. Dalferth insists that the Lord’s Table is
only one. And so, those sharing the Meal are proclaimed to be one, and are encouraged
to embody that unity. Furthermore, theologians agree that Communion is an
eschatological sign of, and an invitation of movement towards, a unified humanity in
Christ™. It is not simply a moment, but the axiom of an entire ethic — the convergence
of all Jesus’ actvity — and was “instituted by Christ to unite unreconciled extremities
through its ethic. The basis of human reconciliation is the ptior reconciliation between
God and humanity separated in the extreme of sin and self-glorificaton” (Dalferth
2003:16). Effectively, when people partake of the holy Meal, they are drawn into
reconciliadon with all others at the Table, namely the host (God) as well as the other
guests (human participants).

3.4.2 Proclamation
One of the main tasks with which the Christian church is charged is the proclamation of
the Word of God. This ptoclamatlon may also be seen as an element of (or medium
toward) reconciliation.*® The most traditional way in which proclamation occurs in the
church is through preachmg (Klein 1999:234; Baumgartner 1998:45). Preaching
repentance has an ancient tradition, beginning in the Old Testament (for example, many
of the prophets, like Jonah) and strongly influencing the New Testament (e.g. sermons of
John the baptiser, Jesus himself, Peter and Paul, etc.) (Klein 1999: 235-6). Preaching peace
and love may also be regarded as a vehicle towards reconciliation (Klein 1999:240ff).
Both the proclamation of law (i.e. the demand for justice and, implicitly, judgement) and
gospel (i.e. the gift of new beginnings, forgiveness) — to use the classical Lutheran
distinction — are important and efficacious tools in promoting actions towards social
reconciliation. _
Proclamation does not, however, only involve homiletics and speech from the

pulpit. It also features in Christian teaching and catechism (Ruhbach 1986:45; Hay
1998:153), i.e. in church-related instruction which may occur in sertings such as Sunday
'school, confirmation class, adult formation or Bible study groups, or in Christian

" education in schools {i.e. in form of Religious Studies or guidance counselling).
Proclamation in terms of education includes a range of subjects. Hay (1998:160) asserts,

3 Among these must be included even people who by worldly social standards are outcasts, ¢.g. murderers,
torturers, traitors. For more discussion about what it means to be “unacceptable” see Niirnberger (2001,
2003:9-25). See also Volf (1996) for deliberations conceming “exclusion”.

4 This means that at base Holy Communion is not primarily about judgment and exclusion, but about
forgiveness and inclusion. Luther declares that it ought not to torment consciences, but rather console and
make content those who partake of it.

95 See Dalferth’s chapter, “Eucharistie als Weltversshnungsereignis™ (1996).

% According to Wepener (2003a, 2003b, 20042), preaching has been one of the “reconciliation rituals”
employed by the church even before the Reformation.
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Human rights education is also a ptiority. ... To this could be added reflection and
education in cross-cultural richness in the Church and society. The country needs
to produce people of integnity. The culture of Jearning, teaching and serving is to
be fostered nationally, especially in our educational institutions. Our education
must also facilitate a holistic view of being a person — a human way of living and a
way of being decent human beings.
The church can and does, through proclamation in its teaching ministry, contribute to this
task of education (Hay 1998:153). Moreover, th _Prodamadon of God’s Word of justce,
wholeness and peace may also, for example, ensue in the form of public petition-prayers
(Stuckelberger 1988:507), in counselling situations (Klein 1999:248), or small faith-sharing
groups (Hay 1998:159).

3.4.3 Celebration and ritual

In section 2.4.2 I have already elaborated the significance of ritual and celebration in the
life of 2 society in general, and for reconciliation purposes in particular. Here 1 contend
that the Christian church is a generator and embodier of such ritual and celebration, and
has some resources to offer in this regard. It may be argued that the divine service
practised in church is 2 kind of celebration or “feast of reconciliation”. Some claim that
the heart of Christian moral formation lies in the celebration of worship, and that the
church as moral community is shaped by practices involving worship, exemplified in
worship services (Best and Robra 1997:66-69; Battle 1997:83-122; Kistner 2001:3).
Symbolic acts that occur in services, which have a reconciliatory function and character T
(e.g. laying on of hands, greetings of peace, the holy kiss, embracing, confession and i
forgiveness formulae, benedicton, etc.) should gain more value and emphasis in church |
services (Klein 1999: 261). In this way, the Chrstian community may be seen as a |
community on the ongoing journey of reconciliation, and therefore as an example to a
divided society. This presupposes that the liturgy is viewed pnmanly as a comununal act,
not as clerical performance in which the gathered community remains passive and with a
spectator stance (Klein 1999:263).

The church’s liturgical heritage of mutual confession of sins, mutual
pronouncement of forgiveness, and/or collective confession before God tluough 7
communal prayer (Klein 1999:265) may prove to be a helpful model for reconciliation
praxis in the broader society.”” Other liturgical models of reconciliation feasts may be
identfied in orders of service desngned in the Taizé community in France, for example
(Klein 1999:266). Indeed, “it is the church that offers a path to reconciliation through its
liturgical and ritual tradition. The path of sactamental reconciliation presents a valid and (
concrete method of achieving reconciliation. It not only requires that the demands of
)ustlce (sat:sfactlon) be fulfilled, but seeks to provide a way to incorporate the individual
into the community again” (Hay 1998:121).

Festivities and celebration are often ritualised institutions. It can be argued that
rituals

hold our lives together, whether they be a simple meal or a national event. They

can link us to the past, contextualise our present and show the way to the future.

Ritual is 2 way of acting where an individual and a community celebrate in a

cultural and human way who they are through symbol, word, space and gesture.

In fitual we remember our story and express our belief about ourselves, the

nunnnot.}s_'_and the mystery of life, so that we can live with meaning, dignity and _

soclal cohesion. (Hay 1998:135)

Furthermore,

7 See section 3.3 for a broader and more detailed discussion of the role of confession, repentance and
forgiveness.

239



Both individuals and communities find tremendous benefit from the many
_unrecognised rituals that we employ each day. Particularly in the social sphere
tituals can be important mechanisms for healing and reconciling. Catholic
litargical and ritual expertise can make a significant contribution in this area. In
social reconciliation it is important to seek out, identify, use, develop and share the
rituals that accompany the different dynamics of the process. ... Thete needs to

be some symbolic way to close the past. (Hay 1998:135)

Hay argues that the church, with its emphasis on liturgy and celebratory worship
services, can contribute much to the development of rituals of healing and reconciliaton.
For example, church communities may become instrumental in cultivating “cleansing
rituals” or “rituals around death”, for example “by holding symbolic ceremonies in
communities to remember those who have died” (Hay 1998:136)*®. Ritual can be an
efficacious vehicle through which repentance and forgiveness can be achieved.*” Helping
people to repent, confess their guilt, and forgive their offenders is one of the church’s
greatest gifts to society, as has been discussed in section 3.3. Indeed,

the ritual celebration of reconciliation can transform our human narrative o

a].lcnatlon and brokenness into restored relationship with God and others. 1_’_’3'

;h.ls_ ool celebration which is to be 2 powerful means for teconciliation in the

_ Church that can be adapted and shared with society to assist the process. of social
teconciliation in South Africa. (Hay 1998:82) ~

Although there is much potental in what the church has to offer,

The development of rtuals of reconciliation is still in its formative stages. Rituals

will need to be found to help victims and communities mourn, heal, confront the

past, exorcise the evil of the past, celebrate forgiveness, etc. Perpetrators will need
rituals to express repentance, remorse, contation, etc. Rituals will be needed to

express justice, reparation, reconciliation, hope, human dignity and honour. There
will be a variety of rituals needed for use at the national, local and individual levels.

The nitual challenge is great. (Hay 1998:137)

Tt is the task of the church — and within its capability — to rise to this challenge, and bring
what it has to offer to the dialogue table. Indeed,

In spite of the many unresolved issues and tensions around the sacrament and the

notion of “reconciliation,” it must be stated that there is a wealth of solid

theological, spiritual and pastoral insights, that if embraced by the whole Church,
would lead us to be truly a community of reconciliation for our own members and

in mission to the wotld. (Hay 1998:82)

Above I have shown how emphasis is placed on the significance of Christan
rituals occurring in the context of divine service. Klein (1999:250) moreover argues that
reconciliation is not only achieved in the church through holy acts and the liturgy of the
Word and sacrament. Besides these, non-liturgical, non-formalised celebration and
feasting can also be regarded as aspects of reconciliatory praxis (Grmes 1982:35; Cox
1970:32; Sundermeier 1998:54). Klein (1999:252) insists that in cases where there is a
religious dimension to celebration and festvity, this festivity is a witness to God’s
presence in a sinful and evil wotld, and God’s promises for the future. Under the
auspices of the church community, and incorporated within the life of the church,
reconciliation feasts may become part of a hetitage and culture of reconciliation, especially
if enhanced by the use of signs, symbols or meaningful (ritual) gestures, e.g. touch,
communal deinking or covenanting signs (Klein 1999:254). In order to illustrate his point,

48 “Another ritual developed by B. Tthagale, who used some Catholic ritual resources, is 2 atual cleansing
from the evil of apartheid. Itis a powerful and deeply moving rirual which leads the community through an
inculturated Aftican cleansing cetemony. Dunng apartheid many South Africans used the rtual of toyi-
toying as a ritual of protest and resistance. What is the new situal dance that is needed?” (Hay 1998:136)

% Confession ot repentance, forgiveness, reconciliation and making 2 new beginning are all core themes of
every Christian worship service, argues Kistner (2001:3).
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Klein (1999:258) mentions that in church history there existed festivities that promoted
penance and reconciliation traditions, for example the feast of fools in the middle ages
which comprised of a celebration surrounding a mock court case and judgement against
evildoers (see also Cox 1970:3). Indeed, one could well argue that there is a need to
rediscover festivity and celebratory practces in the church (Klein 1999:260). Needless to
say, such an endeavour would require much imagination and creaavity. Yet once such
celebrations once more become part of the church’s repertoire of practices, the church
may well have yet another resoutce to offer to society seeking social reconciliation.

3.4.4 Spirituality
Although it is difficult to separate the concept of “spirituality” from general church life,
and in particular church worship and celebratory practices, I would like to name Christian
spirituality as a distinctive resource which could be of value in the service of social
reconciliation.™ Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1986:100-139) insisted that especially in situations
of social upheaval and turbulence, the church has a calling to be a spiritual™ community —
led by the Spirit of God to embody spiritual diversity, spititual communion, and spiritual
unity (Geistvielbest, Geistgerneinschafi, Geisteinbeif) and cultivate a spirituality that engenders
what Christ is all about. Arguably, if seen as such a spiritual community, the Christian
church could be {and is) a bearer and fosterer of “a spinituality of reconciliation™ {(Hay
1998:152) in society. What avenues does the church employ to nurture such a
reconciliatory spiritmality among its members, and, potentially, within broader society?
Through employing spiritual formation resources, the church can help its own
members to establish a personal piety and spitituality which emphasises the values of
reconciliation and peaceable co-existence and communication. In the Catholic traditon,
personal and group piety is often shaped by adherence to a pattern of “seasons”, a
programme of spiritual formation practices and exercises. Hay elaborates an example of
such spiritual formation for and within the church through three distinct sets of seasons:
Following the Renew approach of seasons, 2 number of seasons could be
prepared on reconciliation for members of the church to follow. The seasons
could be patterned on the three major moves in reconciliation: remember, engage
and remedy. The first group of seasons around remember could focus on
narrative or storytelling. This would be linked to the story of salvation, which is
about redempuon and reconciliation. There are many Biblical stories which could
be easily incorporated. In the Biblical story we can see our human story
transformed. Both stories are shared and prayed over. The prayer dialogue draws
us to encounter God and each other. Other seasons could deal with God’s plan
of reconciliation; the Christian journey as ongoing conversion; the Christan
dynamics of social reconcihation; the importance of truth in reconciliation; the
significance of being created in God’s image; the impact of social sin; etc. (Hay
1998:159)
The second group of seasons could deal with the call to engage the consequences
of temembering. It is here that we specifically learn the patterns of reconciliation
and exercise the spirituality of reconciliation, particulatly compassion for victims.
Healing rituals, healing of memorties, recovering hurnan dignity and honour,
confession, tepentance, learning to confront one another in charity, dealing with
guilt and shame, and forgiveness are all dimensions of this group of seasons. One

0 Worsnip and van der Water (1991) offer an overview of certain trends in spirituality in South Africa:
There are, for example, spidtualities of liberation (e.g. de Gruchy 1991:5ff); spirituality connected with the
Holy Spirit and gifts of the spirit (Balcomb 1991:78ff); spinitualities concerning protest and celebration; and
spirituality surrounding the Eucharist (van der Water 1991:92ff).

01 “Spiritual” not meaning “other-wotldly” in terms of being divorced from human reality and daily life, but
meaning being motvated by the Holy Spisit to become engaged and committed in the world and its
troubles.
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again, these seasons are linked to the Biblical story, particularly gospel stories such
as the prodigal son. In this stage the community supports, affirms, and helps the
individual to become reconciled. The use of appropriate rituals and symbols
(both individual and social) are critical for this second stage for the season
cited.... (Hay 1998:159-160)
The third group of seasons would be focused on remedy. God’s vision for
humanity would be the pivotal point of this group of seasons. These seasons
would focus, in the light of Biblical and ecclesial teaching, on areas such as the
following: Christian moral living; human rights education; just economic sharing;
the social teachings of the Church; reparation; family life; supporting the rule of
law; etc. Of particular concern to the Catholic bishops is moral reconstruction.
(Hay 1998:160)""
In general, the church has a task of nurturing the “fruits of the Spirit” which are
“love, joy, peace, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Galatians
5:22-23), i.e. forming persons with the will and ability to establish and maintain
wholesome relationships. Furthermore, developing a Christ-like spi.rima]ity involves
developing a disposition which is merciful, kind, humble, meek, patient, charitable, and
which “forbears” those who have done one wrong and forgives those with whom one has
“quarrels” (Colossians 3:12-14)™. True Christian spirituality is by nature conciliatory
and peace-loving, relationship-building and rift-healing. If the main tenets of such a
spirituality could be shown in word and deed through the community of the faithful, this
would indeed be a powerful witness, and a real contribution to any social reconciliation

.
process. 04

3.4.5 Ecumenism
Church ecumenical work can be argued to be reconciliatory in nature and purpose
(Stiickelberger 1988:512).”” Ecumenism and co-operation among the various Christian
denominations has been a driving force in the establishment of structures, institutions,
programmes and forums for cross-cultural dialogue and reconciliation (Stiickelberger
1988:525). For this reason Kistner (2000:69) insists that reconciliation “demands an
ecumenical endeavour”. Indeed, a “particular challenge to the churches is promoting
IJvigorously a lived social teaching and action towards ecumenical unity and inter-religious
respect, dialogue and cooperation”, because this would empower members of the church
to be agents of reconciliation (Hay 1998:62). The church needs to work on fostering
reconciliation among the various denominations “‘since an unreconciled church can hardly
be a credible reconciler of others” (Assefa 1996:52). If faith communities work
together ecumenically, the disjointedness and isolation of reconciliation endeavours may
be overcome, and a more effective network may be established in which resources are
pooled and abilities shared (Kistner 2000:74).

Part of the task of ecumenism is the rethinking and reformulating of theology
(Hay 1998:147) in order for it to become more inclusive and welcoming of diversity.
Similarly, steps toward inter-church dialogtié ‘would also open avenues for inter-religious

02 In the past few years, ethical practice and moral behaviour have become important themes in South
Africa. Since the institution of the National Religious Leaders Forum (which meets every six months),
“moral regeneration” issues enjoy significant focus in religious circles, and indeed also in political
organisations such as the ANC Religious Commission.

703 See also Matthew 7.

704 Indeed, many Christian people have already displayed their willingness and ability to reconcile by their
very life-styles — because they have internalised the spirit of Christ and thereby display a Christ-like
spirituality, I would argue that prominent personages that fall under this category include, for example,
Desmond Tutu and Michael Lapsley.

705 Notably, Fleinert-Jensen (1994) connects Christian ecumenism to the theology of the cross.

706 Arguably, the very fact that the Church has allowed itself to become fragmented into ever more
denominations (and sects) may not augur well for its credibility and role as a reconciler.
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dialogue, and the willingness to learn from believers from other confessions and faith
traditions (Hay 1998:150, 62; Kistner 1999:55). Theo Tschuy (1997:147) similarly argues
for an ecumenical approach to the problem, and evaluates the efficacy of religions
working together to find a way out of social problems. He makes a strong case for “a
new pattern of common action” among religions. Certainly, lived openness to “the
others” is a strong witness to social reconciliation which the Christian community could
offer. (See also section 1.4.3; D’Costa 1990:21; Knitter 1992:187; Kaufman 1992:14;
Panikkar 1990a:147.)

3.4.6 Political involvement™’

I am not in favour of the view that the work of the church is the same as the task of
politics.” As a Lutheran,)I value the distinction between the two “regiments” or
“kingdoms” 7 of God — the spiritual and the worldly This distinction does not, however,
mean that the church is apolitical or “neutral”, and should keep out of worldly matters.
On the contrary, Luther’s two kingdoms/regiments theory may be a helpful tool for
fostering a healthy relationship between the church and secular society, the state, or the
“world”. According to this teaching, the realms of the church and the state are distinct,
but not separate. The church operates mainly in the spiritual realm of life, and is the
prime instrument of God’s “right hand work”. The state and worldly powers and
authorities are the instruments of God’s “left hand”. God’s right hand work centres in
the gospel, i.e. in categories of gift, grace, promise, and love. God’s left hand work
centres in law, i.e. in categories of order, justice, judgement and duty.”’

The point is that Lutheran teaching places both realms under God’s authority.
The same one-and-only God operates on two distinct levels, with two kinds of works —
law and promise, care and redemption, wrath and love, demand for justice and gift of
grace. Both the care for creation (its method and instrument being law) and the
redemption of creation (its method and instrument being the gospel) are the will and the
work of God. And for this work God has employed people: people of the state/worldly
authority for the care of creation, and people of the church for (the proclamation of)
redemption of creation. In the worldly realm and through politics, economics and secular
society, God acts as the world’s critic and judge to care for creation. In the spiritual realm
and through the chutch’s gospel message, God acts as the world’s lover and redeemer
oeconomia and politia. “And this is why Christians ought to see themselves as active
instruments in both domains. Indeed, since the two realms are under divine sovereignty,
the Christian may not in good conscience neglect either one of the two, but must take
his/her role in both seriously.
- ~ Christians are members of what Luther called the three “estates” of earthly life —
church, economy and politics/the state, and by virtue of their membership in these they
have a God-given duty to act with conscience and responsibility for the best possible
functioning of these estates. For this reason, Lutheran Christians have to agree that
“those justified by God cannot rest until Christ’s vision of the justice of God is realized.
Being justified by faith in Christ means you commit yourself to working for justice for all

707 As I have already elucidated, my task here is not to offer concrete political methods and schemes, i.e.
what to do in a political sense. Rather, I seek to elaborate theological underpinnings that point to the need
for political involvement, i.e. I mainly wish to show #haf the church has a role to play in politics.

708 Indeed, history wams the church of “ambiguous alliances” with the state which are detrimental to society
(Magesa 1996:74). Moreover, there is a real danger of the “abuse of ecclesiastical power and support of
authoritarian regimes”, especially in Africa (Magesa 1996:77).

709 This distinction is not to be understood as dualistic. Refer to my comments in section 1.4.4. See also
Schreiter (1998:4) and Hay (1998:16).

710 Luther further distinguishes between different “uses” of the law, one of them being the civil, political
use, which seeks to make known and condemn unrighteous action.
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of God’s people” (Moyo 2002:298). Indeed, by being active in the worldly realm, and
taking political responsibility to heart, the Christian is 2 medium of God’s left hand rule
and in fact “pardcipating in the justice of God” (:298). This participadon in the work of
divine justice demands the striving for vertical and horizontal right relationships (:298).

It follows from the above that Luther’s political idea involves critical constructive
participation, critical passive resistance and critical active transformation (Altmann
1992:82-83), theteby closely relating”" the spiritual with the worldly kingdom and
admonishing both to stand in line with God’s struggle against evil (Moltmann
1984b:134).” Indeed, Luther spoke of serving God within the world (“weldicher
Gottesdienst”), and included prophetic digkonia of the poor and weak — creating a just
social economic order — under this rubric.”” Indeed Luther’s two-kingdoms teaching
could provide a sound basis for the church’s involvement for the establishment of
“efficacious social welfare policies” to name but one example (Lindberg 1933:127).

I would like to argue that the practice of drakonia is one of the contributions the
church has to bring to the social reconciliation struggle, and it is one way the church can
demonstrate its active and concerted involvement in a social-political sitwation. The
Lutheran World Federation understands “diakonia as the ecclesiastical substantial featare,
an expression of the Church’s essence. Diaconical work is the way in which diakonia in a
specific time and a specific context is practised” (“Diaconia” 2002:2). The Biblical terms
of diakonia and koinonia are seen as closely related. Diakonia can be deemed the church’s
prophetic action of transformation (Nissen 2003:1), holistic ministry in light of Jesus’
liberative praxis, service in view of the eschatological Kingdom, and proclamation in
action (:3). Church diakonia has the call to effect a “decentering of perspective”, as it is
presently known and legitimised (Moxnes 1988:168). In economic terms, it is to witness
to an alternative model for giving and receiving, where a benefactor mentality is replaced
by a new horizontal solidarity model (see Mark 12:41-44; Matthew 25:31-46; 2 Corinthians
8-9). At base, church diaconical action has to provoke economic equality, fair balance,
and distributive justice (Theissen 1999:91-93), all of which are important foundations for
social reconciliation.

As discussed already in section 3.1.3, the Biblical idea of the year of Jubilee testifies
to an “oikoumene of solidarity”, a community based on sharing in solidarity (Raiser
1991:63-65, 86-87). “The Jubilee was a proclamation of renewal: the restoradon of
people, of social relationships, of nature itself. It has a critical and prophetical potential,”
claims Nissen (2003:8). Hay (1998:161), too, contends that the “concept of the Biblical
jubilee” represents a “call to be a transformed society”. Moreover, “a sharing in Christ”
leads to sharing with each other. This is what Paut calls “fellowship” or community
(kofnonia).”"* The community in question is one “which includes both material and
spititual things” (Nissen 2003:7). In the spint of true digkonia and koinonia, ““the church is
called to identfy, warn against and oppose the powers of death and sin, without counting
the cost” (Hamnover Report 1996, paragraph 15). Some argue that the church stands for the
conscience of the nation, and fills the role of the critical and prophetic proverbial
watchdog over the powers that be (Dickow 1996:215).

Effecavely, I have argued that the church cannot take a neutral stance, even on
issues surrounding social reconciliation, because it is a community that is called and
enabled by God to function within both the secular and spiritual realms of life. Prophetic
witness by the church may involve taking on a watchdog function in society, and getting
involved politically and socially at a national level (Stiickelberger 1988:441; Hay 1998:155-

11 Distinguishing, but not separating, connecting, but not collapsing,
12 Arguably, such a view is not in opposition to a liberationist approach which favours praxis above theory.

73 Luther’s radical artack of unjust socio-economic structures can be traced for example in his works, Brigf
Sermon on Usnry (1519), Trade and Ussery (1524) or Admonition to the Clergy to Preach Against Uswry (1540).

M Fellowship is closely linked to forgiveness, sanctficadon (i.c. living a virtuous life} and reconciliation
(Taylor 1952).
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6).”" In reference to the social reconciliation debate, the church’s duty to be and perform
diakonia and koinonia includes addressing inequalities, imbalances of social and economic
relations, and political injustices. The church and the religious leaders may, for example,
have to “realize that it is their duty to call upon those who have acquired riches through
the exploitation or impoverishment of others ... to voluntarily return some of the wealth
they control to its rightful owners” (Moyo 2002:298), and thereby contribute to the
creation of a reconciled society. And if, as is to be expected, the rich do not follow the
church’s call to “voluntarily return” unjustly acquired wealth, the church may have to
exert pressure on political authorities to implement such just action in policy and politics.
If justice cannot be achieved through the gentle persuasion of the gospel, i.e. God’s right
hand, then God’s left hand rule through law and order, state and policy will have to be
employed. Even and especially here the church’s prophetic watchdog role may become a
crucial one in the endeavour to “create an environment where reconciliagon is possible”
(Moyo 2002:299). Indeed, the church’s prophetic social duty in the world of politics and
secular policies may have to include admonitions for “restitution or reparations by
supporting different initiatives such as debt cancellation” (Moyo 2002:299) and other
issues that infringe on the well-being of society.

Part of the church’s reconciliatory activity, and a concrete contribution it can offer
to social reconciliation, is challenging and critiquing unjust behaviour and social
policies.”® The church, as a witness of God’s reconciliatory activity in the world has 2
social ministry which may include being present in a conflict situation, and when
witnessing injustice, proclaiming the liberation, judgement (disclosure and condemnation
of injustice), and reconciliation of Jesus (Stiickelberger 1988:441). The church may also
have a role in politics as a mediator (Magesa 1996:90) or through the “creaton of a
favourable conducive mediaton environment” (An-Na’im and Peshkova 2000:77)"". The
process of mediation, which involves intermediary roles and functions (see Lederach’s list,
1997:68-69), is crucial in reaching the ultimate goal of reconciliation. Stiickelberger
(1988:468) distinguishes between partisan mediation, neutral mediation, or independent
mediation as possible ways in which the church can promote social reconciliadon among
hostile groups.

Methods or instruments of power which the church possesses which can be
helpful in political processes of reconciliation can be distinguished as direct and indirect
methods. Stickelberger lists some direct assets as being economic/ financial abilides
(1988:531), the number of church helpers (i.e. “manpower”), organisational structures that
are already in place, location of churches within the given contexts of need, and the
strength of the church being community-based, and a grass-roots level organisation, i.e. in
touch with the basic experiences of people (:532). Indirect tools for reconciliation which
can be employed in the secular realm may include proclamation, conscientisation or
conscience-building and ethical formadon (:533). The latter would involve education for
democracy, petitions, demonstratons, protest actions, public hearings, rallies, opinion

15 One may well talk of the church’s commitment to the “politics of reconciliation” (Mfutso-Bengo
2001:59).

16 Hay (1998:62) considers a number of elements necessary for developing the dynamics of a suitable
process of reconciliation. These include “ensuring the honour and dignity of victims through establishing 2
common memory of the past” and “a recognition and respect for human rights and allowance for structures
to be established so that the human rights abuses of the past will never be repeated.” Perpetrators will have
to “admit guilt and make amends, express remorse and manifest collective contrition”, i.e. take
responsibility for past actions. The healing of memodes, remembering the dead, dealing with questions of
forgiveness, developing new democratic attitudes and fostering respect for human rights (with special focus
on women and children) are all elements of the social reconciliation sgenda (Hay 1998:62). 1t is the
church’s duty to strive for the implementation of this agenda.

"7 Mediation and conflict settlement “can and must be done by whateser forms of civil society organizations
exist in each society. This includes commusnity-based councils of elders, market women’s groups, farmers’
associations” (An-Na'im and Peshkova 2000:86-87), and, arguably, church groups.
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polls and other initiatives (:534), solidarity with those who suffer (:536)™®, effectively
opposing injustice through vocal and public partisanship (:541). Of course, as has been
indicated, dialogue with, and admonition of, those who have social responsibility is a
significant role the church can fulfil (:549ff), as is diaconical service and pastoral
counselling (:575), as well as providing forums for confession of sins and forgiveness
(:582). Moreover, the church community has resources for practically assisting victims of
human rights abuses (Hay 1998:154), e.g. by helping them through bureaucratic processes,
and providing matenial stability for those in destitution. Finally, political ot social
involvement of the church in South Africa could mean to actively support ongoing
secular or religious reconciliation and truth-telling inidatves or programmes (Hay
1998:158), for example the Institute for Healing of Memories’"”.

Kistner expounds the list of “political” tasks of the church. Inter alia, it is to
reveal indifference to and compliance with unjust structures (2000:66). It is to encourage
its members to take responsibility and become accountable and committed to the people
of South Africa. It is to advocate the practice of voluntary economic restitution.™
Furthermore, it must facilitate encounters between “perpetrators and victims”, whites and
blacks, rich and poor, and thereby provide a setting for interaction and healing to occur
between the alienated groups in South Africa (Kistner 2000:69).

3.4.7 Influencing moral culture

( Closely related to the above deliberations concetning church political activity and the
fostering of a “spintuality of reconciliation™, is the Christian community’s ability to

~ influence and shape society morally and ethically, and promote a culture of reconciliation
in society (Klein 1999:18; de Gruchy 2000:167-171). The gospel urges and empowers

: Chnistians to have an alternative vision for life — in contrast to, say, some current secular

: vistons of the world which are based on pessimism, anxiety and apathy, or self-

L})reservation, domination and exploitation. The church is a community which bears — and
struggles to embody — the message of hope in seemingly hopeless situations, healing in

i broken situations, joy in situations matked by despair, peace in situations of wat and
enmity and, of course, unity and reconciliation in situations of mutual suspicion, hosulity
and division. This message, or what Richardson (2001:55) calls the “Christian ontology of
peace”, and its communal manifestations, is a strong force for the positive shaping of the
national ethos.™

I argue here that owing to its very foundation, the church can provide the impetus

and driving force in society for developing a culture which fosters such values as patence,
mutual concern, justice and equality, reconciliation and peace. This is indeed good news
par excellence. Perhaps the greatest gift the church has to offer is guidelines to an
exemplary embodiment of a whole and reconciled community. It may lead by being an
example, not primarily by offering a program. Indeed, a number of Christian ethicists are
of the opinion that the Christian community has a unique gift to give in that it can show
the world how wholesome community can be, and indeed is intended to be by the Creator.
This gift is not, one should insist, generated from within the church itself, but is a fruit of
the gift which God has first given. In other words, the church, far from being perfect,
can by no means pride itself in being “better” than other communities. However, if it is
faithful to its message, and allows itself continually to be challenged and shaped, chastised

18 This involves advocacy for the marginalised (Magesa 1996:91). For genuine social reconciliation to
occur, “victims need to be acknowledged” (Hay 1998:62).

1% See the institute’s web-site at www.healingofmemories.co.za.

20 There is a need for “repairing the past” through exercising economic and political justice (Hay 1998:62).
72t The ontology of peace needs “narrative display and communal embodiment”. “The challenge to
Christian theological ethics in South Africa ... is to be able to provide for the mora) formation of Chsistians
who, in this society with its particular history, must be able to remember, tell, embody and display the
Chnistian narrative” (Richardson 2001:55).
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by and conformed to this message, it indeed has the potential to point toward the
goodness, peace, wholeness — reconciliation — which God has in store for all of creation.
Indeed, the eschatological vision God has for the world is the driving force for the church
to strive for a just and intact society here and now (Stiickelberger 1988:467).”2 In order
to exemplify a community with an eschatological vision of wholeness for all of creation,
and foster a culture of reconciliation in society, the church must encourage all kinds of
reconciliation praxis to occur regularly and deliberately™ (Klein 1999:19).

In an interesting study of South Africa up until the mid-1990s, Helga Dickow
(1996) investigates whether a new civil religion is in the process of being created in this
country. By civil religion she means a religious support and legitimisation of politics
(1996:13), as is arguably in existence in the USA (:18) and Israel (:21), and was the dnving
force of the Boer republic (:23). According to Dickow, the establishment of civil religion
is only possible in secular states — i.e. in contexts where there is a deliberate separation of
religion and the state (:26). Civil religion is not the same as state religion, but serves the
need for specific ideology in times of political crisis, as well as the need for new identity
formation in times of transition (:27).”* Civil religion exists alongside institutional and
traditional forms of religion, but 1s distinct from these. Churches and religious
organisations may support, reject or ignore it. One of its main characteristics is the
propagation of religious archetypes (such as the Old Testament paradigms of “God’s
chosen people”, “exodus”, “wildetness”, “promised land™), and it commonly elevates key
persons to positions of martyrs or prophets or other specially gifted ideals (:28). Civil
religion is not a stade ideology, but needs an array of adaptable rituals and symbols to
maintain itself (:29). Its main functions usually include legitimation™, mobilisation and
integration (except if it is used for purposes of segregation, as was the case with Afrikaner
nationalism during apartheid rule} (:30, 125-131).

Dickow claims that up undl the new dispensation was introduced in the early
ninedes, South Affrica had the peculiar sitwation of hosting two competing civil religions at
the same time — Afrikaner (or white) nationalism, which legitimised apartheid, and the
civil religion of the liberation struggle, which legitimised ant-apartheid acuon. Since the
historic changes of 1994, South Africa experiences the need for working out an
integrating kind of new civil religion, since both the old forms have become cbsolete and
no longer serve a valid purpose (1996:31, 135).™

Dickow makes a number of suggestions for the positive establishment of a new,
integrating, reconciliatory civil religion in South Africa, which would function as a
legitimising force for a new unified and reconciled South African identity. For such a new
civil religion, religious archetypes will need to be culavated which incorporate themes
such as the juxtaposition of despair and hope (Dickow 1996:141), perseverance (:142) and
the reality of suffering and overcoming it (:143). Archetypal metaphors proposed by
Dickow include the Biblical motifs of slavery in Egypt and subsequent liberation (:141)
and the tower of Babel {:145). A new civil religion might well develop legitimating
thematic symbols such as not obeying unjust laws (with reference to Romans 13) (:147),
the submission of secular authority to sacred authority (:149), the Bible as foundation
(:150), apartheid as a form of evil and sin (:151), a preferential option for the poor and
oppressed (:153), and Jesus’ life and ministry as demonstrating the vision of an integrated
society, of reconciled enemies living together in peace (:157). As I have indicated in

122 See for example Dalferth’s discussions conceming, “Die Sendung der Kirche in der Welt” (1996:3091f),
“Bschatologie und gesellschafiliche Utopie” (:2971f), and “Liebe innechalb gesellschafdicher Strukmren”
(:293£1).

8 Versohnung ist ein Prozess “der immer wieder, stindig, regelmiBlig gepflegt und bewirkt werden mufi”.
72 See also Villa-Vicencio (2000) and Adam and Adam (2000) as they discuss the need for social identty,
collective memoty and image-making in South Africa.

725 See also Berger & Luckmann (1966:118).

726 See also Villa-Vicencio®s .4 Theology of Reconstruction (1992).
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section 3.2.4, the story of the cross and resurrection also has potential for becoming an
“external narrative” to be adopted by all South Africans.

Beside new archetypal themes and founding symbols, a new civil religion seeks key
figures as agents of it (Dickow 1996:158). Similarly, rituals and events become important
for the maintenance and growth of the new religious culture, e.g. celebrating days of
remembrance, petition and prayer events, organised feasting or fasting (:163)™”". Dickow
is confident that ancient Christian rituals may be helpful to this effect if rediscovered,
reinterpreted and contextualised for the new situation. “Die Benutzung eines
urchristlichen Rituals zur Durchsetzung politischer und gesellschaftlicher Verinderungen
reicht weit iiber seinen urspriinglichen Gehalt hinaus™ (:166).

Every civil religion necessitates a vision for the future (Dickow 1996:168), and a
conceptual reconstruction of the past (:170).

Ein wesentliches Merkimnal einer civil religion ist die Berufung auf eine

gemeinsame Geschichte. Das BewuBtsein einer gemeinsamen — durchlittenen

oder auch erfolgreich iberstandenen — Vergangenheit wirke verbindend fiir die

Generation, die in der Regel diese Geschichte gar nicht miterlebt hat. In Siidafrika

gibt es noch keine gemeinsame Geschichte, wohl aber sind bereits die Umnrisse

einer neuen Historiographie zu erkennen. (Dickow 1996:170)

This is why it is of utmost importance for South Africa to wotk on establishing a
common histoty, a collective memory™. “The building of a moral order will be required
for a stable future,” argues Hay (1998:62). Dickow (1996:172-173) suggests that the TRC
and its aftermath represented a good start to this endeavour, and that therefore the TRC
process can be viewed as a stepping stone leading to the formagdon of a new civil religion
in South Africa. Itis the task of the religious communities — especially the churches — to
continue this work of fostering a new morality and ethos for South Africa.

An example Dickow cites which in her opinion could be (or become) an element
of a new civil religion is the institution of a national church service of reconciliation. She
specifically refers to some features of the 1994 National Service of Thanksgiving
(1996:229) as offering potential ingredients for the founding of new civil piety. Significant
themes that were addressed at this national service included the following: “a common
history unites us”, “apartheid was overcome through the help of God” (:229), “common
suffering unites”, “we are different people, but one nation” (:230), remembering “the
martyrs”, “the watchdog role of the church continues” (:231) and “God blesses Africa”
(:232). According to Dickow, these motifs and themes provide a basis for a new civil
teligion in service of a new South Africa. Ostensibly, they are drawn from and rooted in
the Christian heritage, and can therefore be fostered particulatly easily by the church.

It is Dickow’s contention that there already exists a strong social and religious
basis for an integrative civil religion in present-day South Africa (1996:235): In the mid-
1990s, a survey revealed that 65% of South Africans agreed with the key statement, “I
believe that God has offered all South Africans, black and white, a2 covenant for peaceful
existence in a united nation” (:262). 87% of South African society believed that “peace
and togetherness (living together) are possible” (:264). Effectively, Dickow explains that
the results of the survey suggest that 2 new civil religion is plausible for SA, and that
society already tends in that direction (:265).

The point of the above investigation is to show that the church and the Christian
heritage has already shaped, and continues to shape, moral culture in South Africa. Itisa
force in the formation and cultivation of a culture of a certain ethical calibre. Itis an
influence on South African society’s evolving self-consciousness and identity. The
question is, however, whether this can be deemed a positive contribution by the church to

27 Dickow suggests the invention and propagation of a “feast of the rainbow nation” (1996:227).
728 See Halbwachs® O Coflective Memory (1992). See also sectons 1.1.2 and 1.2.1 for more in-depth
discussions about the need for fostering a new collective memory and national identity in South Africa.
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social reconciliadon. Arguably, it can. If the developing moral culture, the new civil
religion, indeed succeeds in establishing social reconciliation and peaceful harmonious
relatonships, the church’s association with it may surely be seen as favourable. However,
if South Africa’s “culture” or “ethos” evolves into an adherent of globalised capitalism,
consumetism, secularism, materialism and all the other unfortunate “isms” that
accompany these, I doubt whether the church’s contribution to such a social ethic could be
deemed positive and helpful. Pethaps on this point the verdict is still uncertain, and it
remains to be seen if the church’s influence on moral culture really is a sufficiendy strong
positive force. Perhaps the argument of some ethicists, who oppose the concept of civil
religion and instead vouch for the motto of the church as counter-cultural community
(e.g. Hauerwas), will be found to have more clout in the debate surrounding the Christian
community’s contribution to social reconciliation.™

3.4.8 Some examples of reconciliatory practice

The involvement of the church in the reconciliation process in South Africa has a
remarkable history.™ According to Wolfram Kistner (1999:38), it started in the 1960’s
with initatives of church leaders such as Beyers Naudé and other resistance leaders. In
1968 the South African Council of Churches (SACC) drafted a document calling for
treconciliation (:39), and in 1985 the famous “Kairos Document” was drawn up (:40). The
Truth and Reconciliaion Commission represents the most recent national endeavour for
reconciliation, and was indeed supported strongly by churches and church leaders.

In the aftermath of the TRC, several new initatives have been formed for the
promotion of reconciliation in South Africa. Certain churches have, for instance, started
unidertaking healing seminars. These seminars generally fall into one of three categories:
(1) They may seek to bring together vicims and petpetrators, in order for them to
encounter one another in a spirit of openness and fellowship; (2) they may aum to provide
a “safe place” for survivors and other traumnaused persons, and facilitate the establishment
of support groups, or (3) they may target the former beneficiaries of the apartheid regime
by guiding them toward recognition of guilt and repentance through education and
conscientasation (Kistner 1999:55-56).

A number of churches of evangelical denominations have united in establishing a
fund for the support of survivors. CARI (the “Chnstan Ant-Racism Initiative for
Gauteng and Beyond™) is a group in one of the provinces that organises seminars on
racism and how it can be combated, with the aim of working toward an egalitanian,
reconciled society. Institutions exist that develop i1deas and strategies for just distribution
of land (e.g., “The Covenant and Land Programme of the SACC” initated in 1998).
ESSET (the “Ecumenical Service for Socio-Economic Transformation”)™ is an
organisation that attempts to promote economic justice, which it is hoped will contribute
to the building of peace and reconciliation (Kistner 1999:56, 62). The National Religious
Leaders Forum, in which a number of Christians participate, also has reconciliation and
moral regeneration on its agenda,

These are some concrete examples of how the church in South Africa is (direcdy
and indirectly) working to foster social reconciliation in a country burdened by a past of
injustice, inequality and separation. Nevertheless, the need for reconciliation petsists; the
healing process must be continued deliberately (Kistner 1999:50). Indeed, “the real work
now must be picked up in the religious communities,” argues Kistner (2000:70). The
problem is that many of the resources the church has to offer are under-used or mis-used.

72 Indeed, the debate among theologians and ethicists on whether the church ought to represent opposition
to the state, or should work together in harmony with the state, is controversial and mult-facetted, and
cannot be elaborated in detail here.

730 See section 1.1, and Kaiser (1996:63ff).

1 Its offices are located in Khotso House, Johannesburg, and it was established in 2000.
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The church is therefore urged to “re-examine its worship practice” (Kistner 2000:72).™
Examples of church resources that “have to be corrected in church life” and ought to be
employed more effectively are the rites of confession, Holy Communion and baptism.
The healing ministry, including counselling, ought also to be revised and improved (:68).
Furthermore, there is a need for teaching and education in the church to be stepped up.
Issues such as civil responsibility, economic justice and human rights may not be left out
of catechetical syllabi (:72). Churches are called to witness to a reconciled society by
facilitating meetings of encounter between formerly alienated groups. People from
different backgrounds ought to worship together — pray, sing, dance, celebrate and grieve
together (:73). Reconciliation work can be promoted by building congregatonal
partnerships, i.e. linking together congregations with different expetiences, and by
implementing inter-cultural small groups (:74).

Given the South African context, it is clear that the challenge to the church to use
her assets for the promotion of social reconciliation is increasing rather than diminishing.
It is up to the church to recognise the rich resoutces she has, and offer these with
vigilance and joy.” A TRC commissioner poses the challenge:

So what role do we as Christians and Christian leaders see for ourselves? ...

Thete is an area which is closest to us as a church: that of reconciliation. Our

country will not know enduring stability and peace until it receives wholesome

healing and reconciliation. ...

Are we reaching out to each other in a spirit of true repentance — understanding,

forgiveness, love and resttution within the church itself? Is there an active

programme within the church to build bridges, to open windows, to ventilate the
house through constructve debate? Is the church building bridges actoss racial
barriers, language barriers, status barriers, wealth barners, sexual onentaton
barriers, gender barniers, age barriers — to name only a few? Is the church really

becoming a non-racial model that we can show to secular soctety? (Finca 2000:18-

19)

In this section I have suggested that the church, as community and institution, has
the potential to be a significant force for healing and reconciliaton in a divided society.
Through its practices of the Holy Supper, proclamaton, celebration and ritual, as well as
through its spirituality, its ecumenical work, its involvement in politics and secular issues,
and its ability to influence civil culture, it has much to offer. However, being
simultaneously justified and sinful, it has to struggle constantly with its own depravity and
corruption. At no time have I wanted to imply that the church has any claim to being
petfect ot “better” than any other group. However, owing to its foundaton of the gospel
of good news in Christ the Reconciler, I have argued that in terms of its eschatological
vision and thrust, it does have some possible pointers for the reconciliation of the world
at large, and among human beings in South Africa in particular. The ministry of
reconciliation is at the very centre of its being, which makes the church a special
insttument of God’s mission to heal and reconcile creation. I agree with Moyo (2002:300)
when he contends,

Theologically speaking, reconciliation can be defined as God’s initiative in

restoring relationships between God and humankind and between people. God

has given that mission to the church, which is called upon to support and
strengthen human initiatives towards reconciliation by bringing a religious face
into the process through active participation.

732 See also Hay (1998:137) and Klein (1999:261).

733 Mfutso-Bengo (2001:17) defines these resources that may play a significant role in building the nation as
“meditation, mediation, negotiation, demonstration of faith, love and justice, denunciation of evil,
annunciation of good news of liberation, reconciliation and salvation”,
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Conclusion

In this third chapter of my dissertation 1 have highlighted aspects of Biblical scholarship
(by focussing on Scriptural resources), aspects of a specific hermeneutical-theological
approach (in focussing on the theology of the cross), doctrinal-theological aspects
(involving teachings on sin, repentance and forgiveness) and ecclesiological aspects (which
cast the church as reconciling community and institution). All of these have been
explicated in light of their potential and actual usefulness for social reconciliaion
endeavours. I have indicated how these aspects of the Christian faith wadition indeed
represent possible helpful paradigms of reconciliation that can be used as resources for

this purpose.
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4. African traditional and Christian reconciliation paradigms
in dialogue: differences, discontinuities and points of conflict

In chapters 2 and 3 I established some of the resources for reconciliation presented by
African tradition and Christian traditon respectively. The next step is to evaluate these
resources in terms of their ability to promote dialogue between African tradition and
Chrstian tradition, as well as their capacity to work together efficaciously for social
reconciliation in South Africa. I propose that chapter 2 represents a thesis, chapter 3 its
antithesis, and chapters 4 and 5 the development of a synthesis. A synthesis seeks to
accommodate the best of both points of view, but it inevitably involves tension.” This is
why an attempted synthesis between African and Christian paradigms of reconciliation
cannot avoid recognising the tension that exists between them.”™ In this chapter I offer a
succinct appraisal of some of these points of tension.

As evident from the objectives, the aim of this study is not to highlight
dissimilarities and incongruence between reconciliation paradigms in African tradition and
Christian tradition. Nonetheless, it is important for the sake of clarity and integrity to at
least note those aspects of each of the traditions in question that seem to be in opposition
or conflict with each other. Therefore, ] will ascertain in broad strokes which elements of
African tradition and Christian tradition disagree or clash, and which therefore are not
necessarily efficacious for dialogue concerning social reconciliation. I mention these
disparities in order to avoid the impression that dialogue berween African tradition and
Christian tradition with regard to social reconciliation is unproblematic and simple.
Effectively, in this chapter 1 endeavour to answer the third sub-problem underlying this
research: What are dissimilarities or points of conflict or opposition between African
tradition and Christian tradition in terms of their reconciliation paradigms?

Arguably, what 1 am attempting to do from this point forward is an exercise in
African theology. In section 1.5.5 I demonstrated that African theologies are evidence of
the fact that dialogue between African and Christian traditions is already in process. My
wortk represents a small contribution to the multi-faceted endeavour that is called African
theology. The question that has dominated much of African theological discourse is
whether and how the African religious heritage can relate to Christianity. Is Christian
tradition intrinsically “foreign” to African tradition, and vice versa, or can the two
dialogue and interact in a way that enhances both? In what way are the two traditions in
“continuity”, and in what ways are they in “discontinuity”? Can they be “synthesised”?
Can Christianity be “inculturated” and “indigenised”?™* Many African theologians are of
the opinion that there are aspects of continuity, as well as discontinuity, between African
tradition and Christianity (Paris 1994:37). Despite many consistencies and points of
accord between the two (which will be the focus of chapter 5), there are also “elements of
discontinuity and of alienation” which need to be assessed carefully (Parrat 1995:135).”
It is to these that I now turn. Since it is beyond the scope of this study to indicate all

 The following pertinent questions must be asked: “When these two religions meet, what is the resulr: Is it
collision ot collaboration, both in theoretical terms and in practice? Where do we draw the line of collision
or collaboration and on what theological grounds? To what extent do the two religions enrich and
illuminate each other theologically?” (“Summary Report” 2002:25)

735 Those aspects of both tradidons that are problematic may also not be ignored. Certain traditional
resources are not always or necessarily beneficial to the reconciliation process. For this reason, it is
important to conduct an in-depth “cultural resource analysis” (Lederach 1997:121). The goal of such study
is to identify and acknowledge detrimental aspects of a culture, as well as its positive aspects (Crossing
Witcheraft Barriers 2003:32).

73 Typical themes in African theology indeed pertain to theories of continuity and discontinuity, synthesis,
inculruration and indigenisation. See for example Parrat {1995), Bediako (1992), Sawyerr (1968), Pans
(1994), Dickson and Ellingworth (1969), Ikenga-Metuh (1996), and Bond, Johnson and Walker (1979).

7 In some cases one may even identify strict camps of opposition (Sawyers 1968:135).
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possible aspects of discontinuity between African tradition and Christianity, ¥ shall limit
myself to those that arise out of an assessment of the reconciliation paradigms discussed
in the previous chapters.

In section 4.1 T highlight what I consider to be general or broad differences
between the two traditdons regarding reconciliation. I discuss these differences under the
following headings: understanding of “religion”, different sources, view of God, religious
practitioners, leadership and gender, views of the person and community, exclusivity or
inclusivity, meaning of “reconciliation”, understanding of “sin”, understanding of
“forgiveness”, motivation for doing reconciliation, what is authoritative in a reconciliation
process, the actual reconciliation process, the role of rituals, and ritual practices. In
section 4.2 I move from the general to the particular. Here, I elucidate specific aspects of
the ritual of Cleansing the chest of grudges that conflict with Christian tradition. From the
outset, ] wish to acknowledge that my method and style of this analysis, as well as my
choices inherent in it, ate “entangled” with my autobiography (Grimes 1982:6), i.e. my
cultural, religious and scholarly background.

4.1 General differences

4.1.1 Understanding of “religion”

In African tradidon, religion is about the whole of life, and not a compartmentalised
aspect of it (Mbiti 1990:2). It “permeates all aspects of life” (“Summary Report” 2002:11;
see also Magesa 1998:71). Moreover, “the spiritual dimension 1s part of the human
personality; ... it is pre-eminently part of the African personality” (Shorter 1978:43).
According to Shotter, African religion displays a “commitment to a wotld of the spirit”
and “to human community”. These commitments imply a “revolt against matenalism”
and “against shallow religiosity”, “against cultural passivity” and “being a mere
consumer”. It rebels against “a purely internal religion, a religion that is inward looking
and oblivious of the community” (Shorter 1978:7-8). These characteristics are not shared
by many forms of modern Christianity, which often reveal a lack of commitment to “the
spiritual” and to human community, and show signs of “shallow religiosity”, “passivity”,
“consumetism’” and an emphasis on “internal religion”. This is so because Chrisnanity
has allowed itself to be deeply influenced and shaped by modern Western civilisation (see
secaon 1.5).

African traditional religion is not “confined to physical structure nor is it hierarchy
bound”. Essentially, it is not an institutionalised religion (Teffo 2002:137). In contrast to
this, Christanity is strongly institutional, although there are also strands in it that are non-
or ant-instututional. By virtue of its history, Christian tradition is very much defined and
upheld by its institudonal structures, which are physical, organisatonal and administrative,
theological and dogmmatic, etc.

African traditional religion can be deemed “pluralistic in nature and quite
hospitable to other forms of belief systems” (“Summary Report” 2002:11-12), which
makes it inherently reconciliatory and accepting of diversity and difference. This is not so
with Christanity in its classical sense. Although there are more recent trends in the
Christian tradition that allow for and encourage ecumenism (see section 3.4.5) and
religious pluralism (see section 1.4.3), this is not the norm. More typically, Christianity
defines itself as a religion which stands over and above other religious systems, and
considers “outside” religious influences to be detrimental to it. Christianity frequently
considers itself to be the pamary (and perhaps even exclusive) bearer and upholder of
truth.

In the case of Aftican traditional religion, the category “African” implies an
“underlying cultural identity, experience, and orientation” (Gyekye 1987:x). Those
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belonging to African culture and practising African religion share a common cultural
(ethnic) heritage, geographically largely confined to sub-Saharan Africa. This is not the
case with Chrisdanity. Christians do not necessarily share a common ethnic identity, and
do not belong to one cultural group. This means that Christian tradition is not and
cannot be defined according to one particular set of cultural parameters; it is not and can
never be limited to one cultural sphere. While it may indeed be regarded as an African
religion, it is not only that, but also is an Asian, European and Latin American religion. To
state the obvious, Christian tradition spans a broader spectrum, and is therefore
constantly faced with other or new cultural paradigms, and in need of being inculturated
in novel contexts.

As we have seen in sections 1.5.1 and 2.2, the ancestor cult represents the
backbone of African traditional religion.™ The ancestors are considered as much part of
the community as the living, and occupy an important role in the affairs of the
community. In Christianity, ancestors play a far lesser role.”™ Possibly the closest
equivalent to the ancestors in African tradition (in terms of their fundamental
significance) is Jesus Christ in Christian tradition. In many ways, Jesus is to Christians
what the ancestors are to African traditionalists. A number of African theologians have
attempted to address the problems surrounding ancestor veneration, but in my opinion
they have not been solved satisfactorily.’ It must be acknowledged that the ancestors
still represent a bone of contention in the dialogue berween African tradition and
Christianity (Parrat 1995:135).™

4.1.2 Different soutces

African tradition, religion and culture is based on an “unwritten, an undocumented

pthos ‘?hy (Gyekye 1987:51). In African tradition signi.ﬁcant knowledge is passed on
This trait distinguishes it from Christianity which is strongly informed by literary

tmdmons Indeed, one of the primary sources of “knowledge” and revelation in Christian

tradidon is a wntten document, the Bible (see section 3.1). Other writings which

influence and shape the Christian tradition include treauses composed by church fathers

and mothers, theological discourses’, and canon law. The literary ethos of Western

738 See for example Ephirim-Donkor (1997), Moila (1987:75), Sedloane (1978), Krige (1974:289),

739 Tlhagale (1998:5) is of the opinion that the Christian concept of God “has dethroned the ancestors from
the human-made pedestal. The belief in the power of the ancestors to inflict pain o1 to enhance life, the
belief that they can control the destiny of human beings, has been radically adjusted.” Through influences
from Chodstianity, the godlike status of the ancestors has been reduced so that they can no Jonger be seen as
the “cornerstone of the African’s religious consciousness, though they remain an essential part of it” (:6).

M0 See for example Bujo (1992), Parrat (1995:122-136), Nyamiti (1984), Schreiter (1992), Bediako (1992) and
Nxumalo (1981).

1 Africans’ relationships to their deceased community members has been misunderstood by Westerners
and “wrongly approached right from the beginning,” argues Setiloane (1988:17),

M2 In Africa there are indeed “strong living practices of oral culture — religious, mythological, poetic, and
narrative” (Appiah 1992:58). See also Hofmeyr (1994), Belcher (1999), Denis (2000), Vail and White (1991}
and Mudimbe and Jewsiewicki (1993) for their various discussions of orality, narrative and literature in
African traditional contexts.

3 A major current source of Christian tradition is what may be called Western theology, i.¢. theology
shaped and informed by Westem cultural paradigms. According to Parrat (1995), Manas Buthelezi for one
has formulated some key problems with and critiques of Western theology which need to be heeded in the
development of other (especially African) theologies. Westem theological approaches tend to neglect the
existential dimension of humanity; “wholeness of life, the problems of powetlessness and poverty, of racism
and brotherhood — are normally not the concerns of Western theology” (Parrat 1995:169). Rather, the West
favours an intellectual approach, where defence of creedal and ecclesiastical statements becomes the pamary
focus, and not the lives and troubles of ordinary people (:169). Moreover, Westemn theologies frequently
assume that theology can be uncommitted, apolitical, and uninvolved in the “world” (:186). These
shortcomings of Western theological tradition cught to be (and are) avoided and counterbalanced in African

theology.
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civilization has for centuties been the most important vehicle for the spread of
Christianity.

What this implies is that Christianity has a strong historical thrust. Historical
occurrences and their literary transmission form the basis of Chnstan faith. As I have
argued in section 3.2, the life of Jesus, and more specifically the historical event of the
crucifixion of Jesus (and of course its narrative propagation through Scripture), is
foundational to Christianity. Such a historical dimension, inherent to the Biblical faith, is
missing in African traditional religion. Moreover, “the lack of a historical founder in
African religions represents a serious element of discontinuity between African religion
and Christanity” (Parrat 1995:80).

4.1.3 View of God

For a number of Aftican theologians, the God of African traditional religion is the same
as the Christian God (Bediako 1992:284, referring specifically to Idowu). Certainly, as
scholars such as Mbiti (1970)’* have shown, the African traditional Deity and the
Christian God share a number of central characteristics, and thus may arguably be deemed
one and the same.™ Indeed, many African theologians are fervent in their “quest for an
integral picture of the redemptive activity of God, in view of the fact that God is One and
universal” (Bediako 1992:435), i.e. in their efforts to demonstrate that there is no
difference between the God of African tradition and the God of Christianity. I however
have reservations about an all-too-simplistic attempt to harmonise or even equate the
African traditional characteristics of God with the Christian-Biblical characterstics of
God.

Despite the fact that qualities of God such as omnipotence, omni-presence,
benevolence and uniqueness cotrespond in both tradidons, 1 hold that thete is one
important difference. In Christianity, the determinauve factor for who God is and how
God is to be viewed is the crucifixion (and subsequent resurrection) of Jesus Chnst. The
cross of Christ “has indispensable significance for epistemology. God is to be known
precisely in the message of the cross” (Cousar 1990:42). The cross as the “central
narrative of the Christian faith™ (Richardson 2001:52) radically shapes the Christian
concept of God. I have demonstrated this in section 3.2. The stoty of the cross and the
resutrecton boldly proclaims to Christian believers that despair and suffering are the
locations of God’s revelation and God’s solidarity, protest, and promise. Despite its
negative connotations and what it reveals in terms of human fallibility and evil, God
identifies with the cross, and turns it into a sign of grace and salvation. In essence, God's
identdfication with the cross (and the crucified) is a manifestation of God’s acceptance of
the unacceptable.

According to the theolggia crucis, God 1s fundamentally hidden (the Dews
absconditus).” A “theology of glory” (vheologia gloriac) promotes faulty images of God by
depicting God as visible and overt (von Loewenich 1976:27ff; Gritsch and Jenson
1976:47). In Kitamori’s terms (1965:22), the theology of glory seeks to advocate “a God
who has no pain”, whereas the theology of the cross can be equated with a theology of
the pain of God. The unexpected nature of God’s revelation, both in the cross of Christ,
and in the sufferings of those who participate in the cross of Chust, can rightfully be

44 See also Smuth (1961), Ezeanya (1969), Idown (1962; 1969), Tiraki (n.d.) and Nyirongo (n.d.).

15 See for example Idowu (1969), where he explores characteristics such as God’s uniqueness (:26), God’s
unitary control of the universe (:27) and God’s universality (:28). The core characteristics of God include
omniscience, omnipresence, omaipotence, transcendence, immanence, incomprehensibility, mystedousness
and immutability {see Mbitt 1970).

6 God is revealed sub contrario. The gpus aliensm is that which seems to portray God as wrathful, punishing
and destructive (Blaumeiser 1995:175). The opar praprizm, which is hidden, points to God’s love and
compassion, and brings about grace and salvation. The cross collapses the two into one: it seems to be a
work of punishment, but is actually 4 work of grace.
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called scandalous. Indeed, the cross is the scandalous consequence of God’s
incarnaton.” Such theology can easily be deemed foolishness by worldly standards
(Gritsch and Jenson 1976:47).

Indeed, a God who displays weakness and “helplessness”, who is put to death
“because he has put himself in our hands”, a God who has “become dependent on us”
(Sélle 1967:151) certainly does not resemble the African traditional God. To Gabriel
Sedloane (1979:60), who represents an African traditional view of God, the Christian God
“could easily die because he is so small and human”.”® Setiloane (1978:411) insists that
the African concept of God (Modimo) is a “wider, deeper and all-embracing concept” than
that held by Christianity. The African God “could never die because it has no human
limitations, and it is so immense, incomprehensible, wide, tremendous and unique”
(Setiloane 1979:60). What Setiloane is trying to argue is that the Christdan God is unlike
the African (and tmore partcularly the Sotho-Tswana) God in that the former lacks
supreme omnipotence, displaying frailty and helplessness on the cross (Parrat 1995:71).

It seems, then, that to African traditionalists, the idea of God revealed in suffering
and weakness is intrinsically foreign. Such an idea represents a point of discontinuity with
African indigenous belief. Effectively, the most important and central event of Christian
faith, i.e. that we “know” God “on Jesus’ cross” (Sobrino 1998:246), is at odds with
African traditional views of God.”®

Further assertions about the Christian God can be deduced from the story of
Jesus (his life, death and resurrection). For example, God is experienced as a person, God
is personal. This stands in contrast to the African Deity, who is impersonal. Although
he/she/it may be personified, he/she/it is not experienced as a person. The African God
has no heart, and therefore cannot be moved by human petitions. This is not the case for
the Christian God. Indeed, the Christian God is approachable’™, while the God of
African tradition is remote and inapproachable. The only way Ged is and can be
“approached” is through the ancestors, who act as mediators. In Christianuty, the cross of
Christ does away with the need for mediation between humans and God. Finally, the
God of the Christian tradition is a trustworthy God. The cross was “the ultimate test of
Jesus’ love” for humanity (Mofokeng 1983:32)"' — a test which God passed. In the cross,
Christians see a clear demonstration of the fact that God does not betray those who
suffer, but can be trusted to take up their cause.’ The African tradition does not view
God as particulatly “trustworthy”. Rather, God is seen as unpredictable and capricious.
As the master of all forces — even the forces of chaos and destruction — God is at imes
even perceived as voladle. Ultimately, the African tradidonal God is not much concerned
with the affairs of humankind, and does not get involved in them. This quality is
contrasted to the relentless involvement of the Christian God in the lives of human
beings, as portrayed by the Bible. Given all these factors, it becomes increasingly difficult

1 The cross of Jesus displays “the love of God in solidarity” (Sobrino 1998:248; see also Mofokeng
1983:97; Placher 1990:18).

5 See also Setiloane (1976).

" Nonetheless, it can be argued that the cross of Christ may be seen as a (if not #b¢) point of convergence
of Christian and African paradigms of reconciliation. (This will be investigated in chapter 5, however.) In
Parrat’s opinion, the cross is “the basis of an ethic for Africa”; it has the capacity and the power to “bring
the ancestral ethos into dialogue with the Christan faith” (1995:132).

750 “The cross says, in human language, that nothing in history has set limits to God’s nearness to human
beings” (Sobrino 1987:153).

71 “God’s love for man (sic) proved to be so intense that it endured the test of ultimate violence (death by
crucifixion)’” (Mofokeng 1983:34).

%2 If God were absent from the cross this would be a “betrayal of the poor and oppressed, a betrayal of
those people in the world who are hanging on the cross and crying out for Liberation. God’s absence from
the cross is their silencing. They are removed from the focus when the cross of Jesus is removed from the
centre and also when God is removed from it” (Mofokeng 1983:93).
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to speak in unqualified and simplistic terms of one and the same concept of God in
African tradition and Christianity.

4.1.4 Religious practitioners

In African wradition, religious practitioners, such as traditional doctors or diviners, “are
charged with the responsibility to see to it that things are right between the visible and the
invisible world and in the visible world itself” (Magesa 1998:71).™ Their role is to te-
establish otder and harmony, and they are generally considered to be the protectors of
society. The universe is replete with forces that either enhance or destroy life. It is the
role of the religious experts to interpret these forces appropriately and then to use or
expel them for the good of the community.”™ Therefore, they are believed to have the
ability to channel (metaphysical) power, to exploit it or keep it at bay. The characteristics
associated with religious experts or leaders in African tradition do not correspond to
those associated with experts in Christian tradition.™ The latter are not considered to
have the ability to channel the forces of the universe, nor are they expected to do so.
They are not experts in mediating between the visible and the mvisible, and do not
function as protectors of society. Generally, they are not more “powerful” in terms of
supernatural occurrences than the ordinary members of Christian communities.” In the
case of church ministers {priests or pastors), their role is to proclaim the Word of God
(i.e. teach and preach), administer the sacraments (i.¢. preside over ritual), and to setve
their congregations. They are also involved heavily with planning, organisation,
management and administratdon. Generally, Christan leaders work within clearly-defined
ecclesial structures and parameters. Their “powers” and abilities are not (necessanly) of a
supernatural kind.

4.1.5 Leadership and gender

Religious practitioners in African tradition may be cither male or female. However, the
other type of “expert” in matters pertaining to the settlement of social disputes, the “legal
expert”, is almost never female. In families, matters of social conflict are taken up by the
genealogically senior man. As we have seen in section 2.3, the regime of pasria potesias
prevails, where the father is responsible for the organized running of family matters
(Hammond-Tooke 1993:91; Ménnig 1988:282, 315; Schapera 1956:213). More severe
cases of dispute are brought to the higher courts, which are led by male counsellors, and
ultimately, 2 male chief. Court procedure occurs “in the men’s meeting place”
(Hammond-Tooke 1993:92).”" Not only is gender important in decision-making, but also
seniority. When the chief is young the court is subtly controlled by the older, more
experienced counsellors. (Hammond-Tooke 1993:91; Hunter 1979:416). In Chuastian
tradition, leadership has also mostly been in the hands of (older) males. Yet this is rapidly
changing so that in many Christian communities no distinction is made between young or

43 “Religious leaders have the responsibility to ensure that the bond between the living and the ancestors
remains intact and that the community enjoys the wherewithal for the preservation and continuation of life”
(Magesa 1998:71). Moreover, the ritual expent is viewed as the restorer of the integrity of the (personal and
social) disrupted body, as the integrity of the body is based on the proper alignment of the categones of the
cosmos (Comaroffs 1991:156). Through nitual, and with the help of a ritual expert, disruption is set right,
harmony is restored.

754 The religious practitioner such as the “diviner acts as the mediator between the victim of affliction and
the afflicting agent by penetrating into the spinit realm and retuming with an intelligible etiology of the ill
health” (Danfulani 2000:97).

755 See Landau (1995:114), who traces the divergent roles of the missionary and the traditional priest-healer
in colonial Africa.

%6 According to 1 Corinthians 12, “there are varieties of spiritual gifts”. A Christian religious “expert” is
not guaranteed to have a particular spiritual gift, but it is up to “one and the same Spirit, who apportons to
each one individually as he wills.”

7 “No women attend except those bringing cases and those called as witnesses” (Hunter 1979:415),
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old, male or female leaders or “experts”. Provided they have a “calling” and have
undergone the required training, all are capable of leading a church — regardless of their
age Or sex.

As shall be elaborated in section 4.1.15, Aftican traditonal leaders of
reconciliation often take on mediatory roles (Kgatla 02.09.2004; Monnig 1988:282, 299;
Ntsimane 2000:22). As mediators they facilitate between the two disputing parties, and
often even plead and implore on behalf of the wrongdoer for the wronged to be merciful.
Mediators occupy a very active and involved position in the process of reconciliation. In
rituals of Christian tradition, on the other hand, leaders do not usually fulfil a mediating
function. Rather, they are administrators of the rituals, and possibly also act as pastoral
counsellors to those who are emotonally troubled by the events.

In African tradition, legal and religious experts are called upon to give counsel and
advice on the reconciliation procedure. Their wisdom in legal matters is respected. This
is not so for Christian leaders. Being trained in theology and church administraton, they
have no overt legal or political power, nor is their “knowledge” of these things particulatly
respected. They are called upon for leadership in theological, ecclesial and pastoral issues,
but not in matters pertaining to the law and the juridical process. These differences in the
roles of leaders in African tradition and Christian tradition point to 2 fundamental
separation of religious and secular life in the case of Christian tradition, and an
inextricable integration of religious and secular life in African tradition.

4.1.6 Views of the person and community

Although there are many similanities between an African traditional and Christian concept
of the human being (which will be elaborated in chapter 5), 1 am compelled not to ignore
the points of discrepancy that exist between the two concepts. African tradition claims
that there is “Supreme Goodness” which is lodged in all people (Teffo 2002:127). Ubuniu
highlights that “quality about a person which elevates him (sic) to a plane very near to
godliness” (Mogoba 1981:56). Africans therefore foster a very optimistic anthropology;
ubuntu expects the best, hopes for the best and brings out the best in people. Chnstan
tradition holds that human beings are subject to original sin — the desire to do and be evil,
inherent unbelief, and the inability to release or free oneself from this state (see section
3.3.1). Instead of highlighting the inherent goodness in human beings, Christianity often
emphasises the sinful tendency lodged in human nature. Humans are by nature “fallen”,
and need to be redeemed or saved from this fallen state in order to be and do good.™

The most elementary feature of wbuntu is its focus on community. African
tradidon favours communalism (community ot collectivism) above individualism. We
have seen that African legal procedures emphasise the responsibility of the group rather
than (only) the individual, and that community rights are elevated above individual rights
(Monnig 1988:308). In Christian tradition the community is also very important.™ Yet
much of Christian rhetoric also focuses on the individual, and the individual’s relationship
with God. In many Christian circles, much emphasis is placed on individuals’ personal
encounter with God - a personal relationship with Jesus — or individuals’ personal
decision to follow Christ. As a result, many aspects of Christian teaching and practice,
including sactamental titual, highlight the individual above the group.

Atrguably, the African elevation of community may lead to a glorification {almost a
veneration) of it. Indeed, Teffo argues that wbuntu/botho is “the spititual foundation of all
African societies” (Teffo 1995b). Thereby the community is raised to a pedestal of almost
immaculate proportions. The community, it seems, can become seen as the focal point
and source of all spirituality. In the Christian tradition, the community is seldom seen as

758 See Conradie (2005:16-17) for an insightful appraisal of different theologians’ views on sin.
59 Christians see themselves as members of the body of Christ, all belonging together in Christ (see 1
Corinthians 12).
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something to be venerated, but as a fallible, sinful vehicle of God’s grace. Christians’
source of spiritual life is not the community, but the Spirit of Christ. The community is
not in itself “spititual” but is encouraged to cultivate a spirituality that engenders Christ
(Bonhoeffer 1986:100-139). The Christian community is founded upon Christ, who is its
ideal and source of power. It lives in anticipation of the Reign of this Christ. In African
tradition thete is no such soutce upon which the community is founded, but the
community itself is the people’s source of power.

In African traditional community, unwavering respect of and obedience to
adults, parents, seniors and any kind of other authority is expected. This implies a
stratified, even hierarchical, structure underlying the society (Sidhom 1969:106;
Ménnig 1988:322). According to Christian traditon, the ideal community is one
whete social standing, rank, gender or seniority are not determinative. Through
baptism “into Christ”, “all ate one in Christ” and there is “neither Jew nor Greek,
slave nor free, male nor female” (Galatians 3:27-28). Chtistian community is (or
ought to be) devoid of all social stratification based on external qualities (such as age,
rank, culture or sex), but strives for equality among all (Breytenbach 1986:21). Itis
moreover a community which seeks to serve, regardless of who serves whom and
who is served by whom. In fact, to serve others is considered more honourable than
to be served.” Jesus is the prototypical servant, who did not regard himself higher or
more worthy than children, women or social outcasts.

4.1.7 Exclusive or inclusive?

Certain African traditional practices can arguably be considered exclusive. It often
appears that the parameters that determine inclusion or exclusion are defined culturally or
ethnically. If you are not “African™ by ethnicity or culture, African tradition is not
“yours”; it does not apply to you, and you have no claim to it. In matters of religious
practice, the boundaries that exclude “others” are sometimes even more narrowly drawn.
In the case of one ethnic group in South Afnica,

A man’s (sic) gods have no reason whatever to interfere with people belonging to

another family. The religion of the Ba-Ronga is strictly a family affair. The

jurisdiction of the gods does not extend further than their direct descendants . ..
and the moral influence is limited, therefore, to the natrow sphere of the family.

(Hammond-Tooke 1993:164, citing Junod 1910:179-82)™
In the particular case of the Réi# of “TSU” (outlined in section 2.4.1), some scholars claim
that the ritual has no effect if done with a stranger, i.e. a person whose ancestors belong
to a different clan (Tlhagale 2003). The point is that in African tradition familiar, kinship
or clan relationships are of primary importance. In some cases, people from other tribes
and cultural heritages are not considered human beings, a fact usually implied in language
structure (i.e. noun classes). A person “belongs” (i.e. is included) by virtue of her/his
cultural background, ethnicity or lineage. Petsons of other ethnicities are excluded.

In contrast to this, Christian traditional practices may be deemed fundamentally
inclusive. When it comes to participation in religious events and practices, it is not a
person’s hentage by birth (i.e. race, nationality, culture, gender, etc.) that matters but
her/his belonging to the body of Christ through the power of the Spirit (Breytenbach
1986:21). “Belonging” to the group is determined by baptism, and baptism can be
performed over anyone. Ultimately, what binds people together in Christian tradition is
not their ethnic heritage, but their common belief system. To use Christian jargon, people

¢ Jesus said (in Luke 22:26), “Let the greatest among you become as the youngest, and the leader as one
who serves.” See also Matthew 20:28 and 23:11. In many instances, Jesus attacked the honous-shame
culture of his day (Schreiter 1998:60).

76) This is, for example, also the case among the Hereto (Wienecke 18.02.2004). Wienecke comments that
in traditional settings it is very difficult to broaden the concept of reconciliation to go beyond the family and
clan. See also Kasonga (1994:56).
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belong together because they together form the “body of Christ”, and shate the path of
following this Christ as disciples.’®

In Afncan tradition, the “narrative” * to which all members adhere to is the
narrative of culture and ethnicity, of family, clan, lineage and tribe. It may aptly be
described as an “internal” or “inherent” narrative, and is therefore implicitly exclusive. In
Christian tradition, the “narrative” underlying the Christian community is the narratve of
faith, depicted in Scripture and in the events of history. The cardinal narrative is, as |
have argued in section 3.2, that of the cross and resurrection. 1 claim that this narrative 18
a powerful “external narrative” (see section 3.2.4). An “extemal narrative” (or
“metanarrative”) is basically inclustve. It is universal and pervasive, i.e. it is not bound to
one single cultural group.

Previously, I have tried to show that the gospel of the cross is not, and can never
be, exclusive. It is radically inclusive, even of the “unacceptable” (where “unacceptability”
may be defined in any terms whatsoever, e.g. social, moral, ethnic, etc.).”™ The scandal of
the cross is that it is the ultimate expression of “the will to embrace” those on the outside
(Volf 1996:126). Christianity’s story, as an external narrative, can be anyone’s and
everyone’s story, and by its potential universality it can bridge the gaps and chasms which
have occurred and widened throughout human history. Its message 1s a reconciling force
because it is able to cross the boundaries and the limitatdons of the vanious ethnic, racial,
cultural, and even religious groups. One manifestagon of this inclusivity is the nurturing
of ecumenism, which involves both inter-church as well as inter-religious dialogue (see
section 3.4.5).

» 763

4.1.8 Meaning of “reconciliation”
In section 3.1.2 it was discovered that Christian Scriptures deal with three aspects of
reconciliation, viz. the justice aspect, the cultic aspect, and the chaostological aspect (Klein
1999:58). I see many resemblances between the justice and cultic aspects of reconciliation
in Christian tradition and African traditional reconciliation endeavours. These shall be
discussed in chapter 5. Here, I however wish to highlight that which does o correspond
in Christian and African tradition conceming the meaning of reconciliation. What is
unique in Christian tradition is the christological aspect of reconciliation. As elaborated in
previous sections, reconciliation is God’s deed through the cross of Chnst (Breytenbach
1986:19). God is no longer the wrathful and demanding recipient of human atonement
(as in the case of the culac understanding of reconciliation), but the gracious donor of
atonement. Atonement effectively is seen as a gift of grace and salvation instead of as a
demand or a punishment (Breytenbach 2000:1692). Therefore, reconciliation “denotes
the new peaceful relation between God and the justified sinner” (1986:3). Itis frequently
understood in relation to the concepts of justification, redemption or liberadon, or
Churist’s work of salvation (1986:2).

In Christian tradition the concept of reconciliation is therefore theologised; a term
relating primarily to human-human relationships is broadened to include the human-
divine relationship. Reconciliation always has theological significance, because ultimate

762 Notwithstanding these assertions, it is ironic that in practice African communities often show great
hospitality towards outsiders or foreigners, while Christian communities frequently display quite exclusive
tendencies in their conduct towards outsiders.

763 Societies have (and need) workable “narratives” in which they find their identities, and tn which they are
brought under a canopy of mutuality and belonging together. See for example Balcomb’s analysis of the
importance of narrative for social well-being in his article, “The Power of Narrative: Constituting Reality
through Storytelling” (2000:49-62). Balcomb argues for the “centrality of narrative as 2 fundamental
epistemological category” (:54). One could also talk of “dominant images” and “master texts” that function
to create a social identity and collective memory (Villa-Vicencio 2000:25).

764 See Niimberger (2003:9-25) who argues for “the gospel of God’s unconditional, suffering, redeeming
acceptance of the unacceptable as the foundaton of Chnstian unity”.
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reconciliation occurs though the salvific work of Christ. It is an act of God, a gift for
humankind and all of creation. It implies 2 state of peace between God and humanity,
and among all God’s creatures. It is the prerequisite for salvation, and the basis for God’s
all-encompassing reconstruction (“new creation”) of the universe. In contrast, in African
tradition reconciliadon does not intrinsically have a theological meaning. It does not
imply the work of God. Rather, African tradition sees reconciliation primarly as a social
and anthropological category, and deals with it in those terms (Mulago 1969:137; Koka
1998:31; Mbiti 1969:108-109). Reconciliation is about the restoration of inter-personal,
human-human relationships, and not about keeping intact or restoring relationships
between humans and God.

Reconciliation for Christians entails the creation of a new humanity (Gaventa
1986:143; Ruhbach 1986:43). Yet frequently this new humanity is discussed in terms of
the “body of Christ” or the church. Tradidonally, therefore, the Christian notions of
reconciliation have a strong ecclesiological thrust. The one church is the most overt
manifestation of social reconciliation (Stickelberger 1988:433; Richardson 2001:55). In
African tradition it is not the ecclesial (church) community that is the focus of
reconciliation, but tather the family, clan or indigenous cultural/ethnic community.

Although the church is the basis for reconciled human existence, reconciliation is
not confined to the church. Christians believe that through the cross God reconciles the
whole of humanity, the entire created order — to Godself and to itself. The reconciliation
of the cosmic and celestial forces is an anticipated eschatological reality (Colossians 1:20)
(Breytenbach 1986:20). Therefore, the Chrtistian vision of reconciliation can be deemed
not only unequivocally inclusive and all-encompassing, but also mnherently eschatological
(Schmithals 1968:317; Sattler 1998:111). In contrast, in my investigations I have not been
able to trace an eschatological thrust in African traditional notions of reconciliation.
Although it might be implied, there is not at first glance an eschatological dimension to
reconciliation. As asserted above, teconciliation primarily has social and practical
implications. Just as it is not explicitly related to God (theology), it is not overtly related
to eschatological fulfilment either.

4.1.9 Understanding of “sin”

In African traditional understanding, “‘Sin’ is any activity by which individuals attempt to
destroy, to diminish and threaten the lives of the community members™ (S

Report” 2002:20). We have seen (in sections 2.2 and 2.3) that sebe, translated as “sin™* in
one of the South African language groups, involves any deed or behaviour that affects
communal life adversely. Sebs “includes all wrongs perpetrated by one person against
another or by one group of people against another; it includes moral faults, such as lack of
respect, dishonesty, and slander. It ranges from murder and theft to discourtesy to one’s
superiors” (Monnig 1988:65). The African “ethics of dynamism” demand that disruption
caused by sin must be counteracted through correct behaviour by setting relations right
(Adegbola 1969:116).

Sin constitutes an offence against the human group as a whole, and sdill further

against the ancestral spirits. Sin is inherently the destruction of the group’s

solidarity, so that a person sins, not against God, but against others. (Kgatla

1992:328)

In distinction from this, Christian tradition sees sin primarily as separation and
alienation from God. It is considered to be an offence against God, and God’s purposes
for humanity.

‘Sin’ is a descriptive word used in the Bible to identify a perversion of people’s

relationships with God, with one another and with the natural wosld of which

765 Monnig argues that sebe in fact has licde similarity to the Christian concept of sin.
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they are an inherent part. It involves living a life of enmity, of violation and

inhumanity. Itis the incapacity to be fully human. (Villa-Vicencio 1992:162)

The primary and underlying separation from God results in the separaton of humans
from each other. This means that estrangement between humans is a reflection and
manifestation of the estrangement between God and humans (Rogness 1970:34). Indeed,
“It is only in relation to God that man (sic) attains that stature of a sinner” (Rogness
1970:45). In Chrstian tradition sin is therefore understood chiefly in theological terms,
while in African tradition it is a predominantly social category.

The cause of sin in Chnistian tradition is foreignness from God, a state of
alienation from God. People are “in sin™ (or exist as sinners) because of the breached
relationship between them and their Creator. This state of “being sinners” causes sinful
behaviour. People “sin” because they are not in relationship with God. Sin, thetefore, is
first and foremost considered a transgression against God, from which inevitably flow
transgressions against other people. In comparison, Affican tradition perceives sin “a
transgression of the ethical laws and norms derived from the ancestors” (Kgatla
1992:328)."% A person’s level of good ethics and morality “is measured by conformity to
tribal ethics and laws” (Buys and Nambala 2003:6). This suggests that the cause of sin is
not a breached relationship with God, but violation against tribal custom. Since
customary laws come from the ancestors, one could argue that a violation of these is a
sign of a breached relationship with the ancestors. Ultimately, transgressions do not
represent offences against God but against the community, inchiding the community of
ancestors.

Sin in African tradition is usually associated with human action and conduct that
threatens the well-being of society. It involves “doing” wrong, rather than “being”
wrong. Chnstan tradition, though it also sees sins as wrongful actions or deeds, stresses
that sin essentially is a state of being. It is therefore understood primarily in ontological
terms, and only secondarily in terms of behavioural conduct, as in African tradidon. To
Christians, the term “sinner” refers to a person’s status rather than to her/his actions
(although the status inevitably determines what actons are performed; i.e. a sinner
inevitably performs sinful actions).

African tradition often associates sin with pollution. According to Monnig,
ditshila, 1.¢. dirt or impurity, is closely connected to sebe. Ditshila can be acquired
unconsciously, through pollution causes of which one is unaware. It is “a contaminating
condition which can infect those who come into contact with it” (Monnig 1988:66).
Although Christian tradition also uses termunology sutrounding pollution (such as
“uncleanness”, “impurity” or “dirt”) when describing sin (see section 3.3.1), it does not
consider this pollution to be acquired through contact with other pollutants — through
carelessness, unconsciously, or by chance. Sin is an internal state, and not to be likened to
a disease that can be caught.

Although in Chnsuan tradition sin is essentially (supposed to be) seen in terms of
its universal dimensions and effects, it is in practice often individualised and personalised,
and seen as something internal.’®’ In many cases, the focus is on the sinful individual and
his/her internal guilt, rather than on sinful systems, structures or policies and communal
guilt. Personal culpability and responsibility is highlighted above systemic or group
culpability, a fact which is implied by the typical modes of repentance and confession that
are used (see section 3.3.2). In Aftican tradition, on the other hand, sin is seldom
considered in personal and individual terms only. An offence is not seen in isolation from
the broader context (Sidhom 1969:112), but has bearing on the entire net of forces at

6 “The enemies of life” include “bad actions which emanate from bad people” (Magesa 1998:150).
Wrongdoing is essentially the contravention of moral codes (:153). People expenience affliction as a

consequence of wrongdoing (:158).
767 | lament this fact in my critique of the Lutheran dogmatic tradition conceming sin in section 3.3.1.
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work in the wotld. Sin is not only a personal reality, but also a social, political, spiritual,
physical and metaphysical reality. This of course corresponds with the African tradidonal
holistic view of life, and the interconnectedness and interdependence of the cosmos at

large.

* In African tradidon, “law and morality” belong together (Hammond-Tocke
1993:93). This means that the concept of “sin” is intimately linked to breaking the law,
disobeying rules. African tradition differentiates between two kinds of rules that roughly
correspond with the Western notions of civil law and ciminal law (Hammond-Tooke
1993:94; Krige 1974:223; Ménnig 1988:305; Schapera 1956:204, 208).7 Again we see that
for Africans, sin is not primarily a personal category, but a social — even legal — one. If
seen in judicial tetms, sin must be dealt with by means of courts of law, and their
procedures and policies. Courts may impose punishment or exact compensation (Ménnig
1988:304). Civil law seeks to rectify a wrongful situation through compensation, such as a
fine or restitution. Criminal transgressions are dealt with by punishment of the
offendet(s) as well as forms of reparation (Hammond-Tooke 1993:94; Ellenberger
1992:267). Sin is seen as both spiritual and secular. When dealing with sin, the spiritual
and secular dimensions are collapsed into one. This is why there is no distincdon
between a “religious” (or spiritual) and a “secular” {or “legal”) approach to dealing with
sin.

In Christian tradition, the “spiritual” and “secular’” realms are seen as distinct
(though not separate).” Sin is primarily seen as religious or spiritual wrong. Therefore, it
is not treated in tetms of judicial practices. The Christan church does not identify itself
as a legal body, but as a religious one; its office is spiritual and not secular. Luther’s “two
kingdoms” theory states that God rules the wotld through God’s left hand (i.e. through
civil authorities) and through God’s right hand (i.e. through the gospel). God’s left hand
wotk centres in law, i.e. in categories of order, justice, judgement and duty. God’s nght
hand work centres in the gospel, 1.e. in categories of gift, grace, compassion and love. The
church, as the prime instrument of God’s nght hand work, operates mainly in the spiritual
realm of life. The state and other wotldly powers and authonites are the instruments of
God’s “left hand”. In Christian understanding, the church is #of responsible for sorting
out legal matters. The law courts are considered the right place for dealing with criminal
and civil offences; the church is the right place for dealing with sin. This distincaon of
the secular and spiritual realms in Christian tradition is foreign to African tradition, which
fuses the two into one.

In Chrstian traditon sin is primarily handled by means of the office of the keys,
an office presided over by the church (see sections 3.3.2 and 3.3.3). The church has no
right to impose punishment on a sinner, or demand compensation or restitution for a
victim (though it may suggest these measures). This is so because it is, by definition, not a
legal body with legal powers and functions, as I have shown above. The church’s duty is
to pronounce absoluton, i.e. grant forgiveness, to anyone who confesses, regardless of
whether or not compensation has been made for the sins committed. Ultimately, the
church is not empowered to exact judgment over a person, or enforce recompense,
because it believes that the ultimate verdict is up to the mercy and grace of God. Itis
God who forgives and releases us from the bondage of sin; the church is merely 2
conveyor of God’s grace. Therefore, in Christian tradition reconciliation, after sin has
been committed, may occur without outward signs of amends ot retributon.” In

68 Hinz (2002:36) would agree that there is 2 distinction between the two types, but that they are usually
treated as one in court settings.

6 Refer to my appraisal of the Lutheran theory of the “rwo regiments” in sections 1.4.4 and 3.4.6. The
reason modem Christianity distinguishes between (and often separates) the two “realms™ may also be a
result of having embraced, and being imbued by, the modern secular wotldview (see section 1.5.1).

7 The legal and cultic understanding of reconciliation attested to in the Biblical witness has been
superseded by the chnistological understanding, which is elevated 1o the position of prime importance
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African tradition, on the other hand, reconciliation is not believed to occur if the wronged
party has not been compensated in some way. There must be an outward sign which
demonstrates that the offending party wishes to atone for its sin.””" If possible the
wronged party must also show its acceptance of the atonement action, and offer
forgiveness. This reveals, again, the social and external nature of how sin is perceived in
African tradition, which may be contrasted to the spiritual and internal nature of how sin
1s perceived in Christian tradidon.

4.1.10 Understanding of “forgiveness”

In Christian understanding, forgiveness requires metanoia — “a new heart and a new spint”
(Levinson 1988:39). Metanora is “fundamental and total orientation of man’s (sic) life
toward God” (Kiing 1978:273).”” Therefore, repentance and forgiveness is seen in
theocentric terms. Moreover, it implies change, transformation towards and into
something new. In African tradition, “repentance” does not mean a turning toward God.
Rather, it means a turning toward the community, and toward the moral laws and customs
of the ancestors. It is therefore understood in anthropocentric or socio-centric terms.
Instead of being made new, 2 person who repents and is forgiven is restored back to the
old — i.e. the state of harmony and order provided and maintained by the ancestral
customs and norms. In African tradition, the goal of repentance and forgiveness is
getting back in line with tradidonal customary law and the state of existence associated
with that.

In Chrisdan traditon, forgiveness is a concept intimately connected to Christ and
the cross. “Forgiveness is both the gateway to God and the climate of the life with God”
(Rogness 1970:14). God initiates and completes reconciliation in us through Christ’s
cross (Schreiter 1998:14). So it is that the cross becomes the sign of God’s forgiveness
and reconciliation. The story of Chtist’s cross is the story of God’s radical act of “turning
to” humankind which paves the way for humankind’s “turning to” God (Hatran 1983:21).
For Christians, therefore, the cross is the principal metaphor for God’s forgiveness of
humankind, and the basis for a theology of forgiveness.”” Moreover, the duty of
forgiving others is linked with divine forgiveness (Taylor 1952:15). Therefore one can
argue that Chnsdan tradition forwatds a theological and indeed theocentric notion of
forgiveness. Forgiveness always involves God, and is never only a human occurrence.
Indeed, God is the main actor in a reconciliation process involving forgiveness. In
African tradition, on the other hand, repentance and forgiveness are not connected to an
act of God. God is not necessarily involved in a process of forgiveness. Rather, itis a
purely human affair; forgiveness for an evil deed must come from the wronged party, not
primarly from God. The ancestors may be included in rites of forgiveness and
reconciliation, but God is not. Indeed, forgiveness is seen in anthropological and social
terms, but not fundamentally in theological terms.

According to Christian tradition, forgiveness from God cannot be attained or
“achieved” through cotrect behaviour or tight actions — it can merely be accepted as a
gift. As a Lutheran, the teaching of sla gratia induces me to assert that forgiveness —

Klein 1999:58). Nonetheless, authentic repentance may involve performing works of penitence or
satisfaction (“BuBlwerke™) (Sarter 1998:86), which often include public confession and some form of
compensatory action (Moyo 2002:300; Ruhbach 1986:43; Kistner 1999:51, 55; see section 3.3.2).

1 Among the Herero, for example, there must either be blood revenge (“Blutrache™), or a substitutional
sacrifice (“Ersatzopfer”) has to be offered, which may be in form of a ransom payment
(“Ausldsungssumme™) (Wienecke 18.02.2004).

772 A fundamental orientation toward God inevitably implies transformation towards and into the body of
Christ, the community of believers (Gaventa 1986:46).

7% See Mfutso-Bengo (2001:83), Jones (1995:xii), Vosloo (2001:28-29).
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when granted by God - is unconditional and occurs apart from “good works”.
(Nonetheless, much emphasis is placed on repentance and penitent action. The question
is just whether tepentance is a prerequisite of forgiveness or a result thereof. | have
argued in section 3.3.3 that the latter option more closely resembles an authentic Christian
approach.) In African tradition, since forgiveness is fundamentally a human affair™, the
human need for compensation, reparation and possibly even revenge s taken more
seriously. People are not expected to forgive if proper restitution has not been offered

{be 1t actual or symbolic).

Forgiveness seeks confession in Christian traditon. Church history reveals a
strong heritage of confession of sins as a practice related to obtaining or granting
forgiveness. Confession usually implies speaking — stating and admitting the truth in verbal
or literal terms. In African tradition penitent acfion is considered more important than
truth-telling”™, because actions speak louder than words. Compensatory action (symbolic
or concrete) can therefore be interpreted as “confession”, even if no verbal apology has
been made.

Although verbal confession has a strong tradition in Christianity, it has
incteasingly become an individualised and sacramentalised practice. Over the ages, the
increased “sacramental captivity of forgiveness” (Shriver 1995:49) resulted in the
phenomenon that penance progressively became to be seen as private, secret, and
divorced from secular life. Moreover, Luther overtly elevated the importance of private
confession (“Einzelbeichte”) above other forms of confession, such as public or liturgical
confession. Since the Reformation, therefore, confession is predominandy associated
with situations of pastoral care and counselling. Forms of penance practiced in the
(mainly Protestant) Christian traditions today tend to be individualistic in nature and form.
Even public forms of penance focus on the individual and his/her sense of remotse or
guilt. Also, much emphasis is placed on private sins, and little on social or structural sins,
when confession is made. In contrast to this, African tradition highlights the importance
of forgiveness as a public, social and secular affair. An offence is not seen in isolation
from the broader context of community life. As a result, an offender “does not stand
alone in guilt”; his/her family, the community, share in it (Sidhom 1969:112). Similarly,
therefore, forgiveness is not only the affair of an individual, but must emanate from the
whole community which the individual represents. Forgiveness implies the participation
of the group, and not (primarily) the inner absolution of an individual.

The Christian practice of confession and penance is generally confined to ecclesial
institutions, norms, structures and policies. It is lamentable that Christian traditional
forms of confession are usually bound to “church” settings (i.e. they occur in a church
building or pastor’s office, (priest’s) confessional, or during a worship service). One may
argue that Christtan confession practices are being held captive by the church. For this
reason, there is a dire need for new modes of expressing penance (Schlemmer 1998:143-
5). Christian tradition needs to broaden its repertoire to include non-ecclesial, non-
sacramental forms of confession, penance and absolution, which may include new
symbols and unconventional ritual elements (Schlemmer 1998:146-7). In African

4 In the light of the law, we stand condemned. Yet in the light of the gospel, proclaimed as the word of
the cross, we are saved from this condemnation, and our metanoia is effected.

775 In human and social terms, forgiveness is often seen in relation to a person’s honour or shame. Jesus’
preaching on forgiveness was an attack on the honour-shame culture of his day (Schreiter 1998:60). In
Christanity, what is at stake with forgiveness is not a person’s honour or shame, but her/his relationship
with God and his/her fellow human beings.

7% “Right conduct is relative always to the human situation and morality is oriented not from any absolute
standards of honesty or truth but from the social good in each situation. Conduct that promotes smooth
relationships, that upholds the social structure, is good; conduct that runs counter to stooth relationships is
bad. Courtesy and the respect due to age or senuority are thus of greater impontance than truth” (Krige
1976:78).
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tradition, confession, repentance and forgiveness are practiced in a plethota of ways.
They are not confined to ecclesial norms, forms and situations. They are by nature
“grass-roots” and community-based, and not linked to an institution. Therefore, they are
less rigid and fixed, and more flexible and adaptable, than Christian traditional forms.

4.1.11 Motivation for engaging in reconciliation

In Christian tradition, to be reconciled is to “exist eschatologically”, because one is freed
from sin (Schmithals 1968:317). The goal and orientation of Christian life is the
eschatological Reign of God. The ideal for which Christians strive is yet to come, and
therefore their lives gain an intrinsic future-otientation and thrust. For African
traditionalists, there is no eschatological Reign of God toward which life is geared.
Therefore, reconciliatory actions do not wish to usher in such an eschatological reality,
but wish to provide an avenue for upholding (or returning to) the traditions of old. The
ancestral ways are what give African traditionalists their stability and strength, which is
why they form the foundation of all reconciliation attempts. Christians, on the other
hand, base their reconciltation endeavours on an eschatological vision of comprehensive
well-being. Put in simple terms, African traditon seems to be basically backward-looking
(i.. it looks to its ancient traditions, to “how things were” or ought to remain), while
Christan tradition seems to be fundamentally forward-looking (i.e. it looks to God’s
future for the world, to “how things shall be”).

The motivation for reconciliatory practice in Christian tradition is intrinsically
theological. More specifically, it is christological. Christian reconciliation praxis must
involve, at its most basic level, a christological starting point (Kaiser 1996:193). Chnist’s
work of reconciliadon on the cross is the original and archetypal paradigm for Christian
reconciliation endeavours (see section 3.2). It is because of Chnst’s cross that Christians
are obliged to be people of reconciliation. The story of the cross and the resurrection
compels them to become ambassadors of Christ and ministers of reconciliation.”™
Alternauavely, in African tradition, there 1s no “master text” or quintessential story that lies
at the heart of people’s quest for reconciliation. Even if there were one, it would most
certainly neither be christological nor broadly theological in form or content. In African
tradition, communities do not strive for reconciliation because of their “calling” to do so;
they do not act in obligation to a principal narrative of their faith. Rather, they strive for
reconciliation because it is important for the safety, survival and well-being of the
community. While reconciliation is, first and foremost, a matter of (divine) duty and
calling for Christians, it is a matter of survival and (social) necessity for traditional
Africans.

In accordance with Chnstian tradition, reconciliation is the magna charta, the
central aim and purpose, of the Christian community (see section 3.4). Chrdstians strive
for reconciliation not only within their own communities (i.e. within the church), but are
called to be witnesses and ministers of reconciliation to the whole cosmos. The Christian
vision of reconciliation therefore encompasses the whole world, and does not confine
itself to one pardcular community. In contrast, although reconciliation endeavours are
also very important in African tradition, one could argue that they cannot be deemed the
magna charta of African traditional societies. Moteover, in African tradition reconciliatory
endeavours do not typically include people of “other” ethnicities and cultures, but are
normally confined to mono-cultural settings. This seems to belie the fact that African
traditional cosmologies are inherently inclusive and all-encompassing.

The Christian understanding that reconciliation ought eventually to involve the
whole of the cosmos again points to the primary story of the cross and resurrection. 1
have argued that this story is a powerful “external narrative” which is not limited to one

77 1t is the church’s duty and call to break the walls of division that exist among people of different
backgrounds and cultural henitages (Ephesians 2:14),
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single human context, but may be owned by any human community anywhere.”™ As such
it has the inbuilt capacity to overcome human differences and boundaries. As I have
shown, African tradition does not have one primaty “narragve” upon which it builds all
its reconciliatory theory and praxis. The story of the cross and the resurrection is not at
the heart of African traditdon. Instead, the African traditional notion of wbuntu is a
paradigm which may display the potency to bridge gaps between human beings — no
matter who they are. Of all resources in African tradition, wbwntx could therefore perhaps
be called an African “metanarrative”, or “external narrative”, to be employed for the sake
of social reconciliadon. However, even if it is true that both Christan tradition and
African tradition seemingly each have a resource which potentially can overcome all
human boundaries, these resoutces are not the same. Though similar in intention, the
Christian narrative of the cross and resurrection and the African paradigm of wbuniu are
not equivalent.

4.1.12 What is authoritative in a reconciliation process?
In African tradition, authority in reconciliation proceduses is lodged in the oral traditions
which encompass indigenous legal and nitual customs and laws, taboos and prohibitions.
These oral traditions are rooted in and specifically drawn from ancient A frican cultures.
Authority to preside over reconciliation processes lies in the hands of traditional
leadership — both religious experts and tribal judiciaries (see section 2.3). The needs of
the community also determine the reconciliation process, and the outcome is frequently
based on community consensus.

In Christan tradition, the Bible is regarded as the central guide of faith and life
(see section 3.1.1). In contrast to African tradition, Christianity therefore relies heavily on
literary resources. These resoutces have (mostly) come into existence outside Africa in
termns of their cultural ongins. Indeed, Old Testament stories of reconciliaton reflect
aspects of ancient Semitc culture, while reconciliation stories in the New Testament draw
from the Jewish and Hellenistic cultures of the first centuries CE.”” The Christian
heritage has a rich store of “grand stories of confession, forgiveness, reconciliaton and
truth” (Botman 1996:37), many (but not all) of which are to be found in the Bible. As 1
have demonstrated in section 3.2, the story of Jesus arguably represents the Christian
“master text” for reconciliagon. It is the main authonty underlying Christian
reconciliation endeavours. Therefore, the “living Word” of Scripture and of Jesus Christ
himself provides the frame of reference for reconciliation in the Chrstdan tradition.

4.1.13 Reconciliaton process
In African traditional legal practices, heated rhetoric and incisive forensic
interrogation is part of the reconciliation process. Much stress is placed on arbitration
and interactive co-operation. The chief’s judgment reflects a democratic system based
on consensus which attempts to gauge majority opinion (Hammond-Tooke 1993:93;
Magesa 1998:240; Ellenberger 1992:266-7). In Christian tradition, reconciliation
processes (e.g. confession and absolution, the Eucharist) seldom involve “forensic
interrogation”, arbitration and interactive co-operation. Majority opinion also does
not count as much as the “opinion™ of ritual leaders and normative Scriptural
references and principles.

In most reconciliation processes in African tradition, the presence of the relevant
ancestors must be invoked (Kasonga 1994:55). Usually, those participating in the process
must belong to a homogeneous group, e.g. one clan or village, “in which everyone shares

778 The cross is a social ethic (see Hanerwas 1986:44), and societies that are shaped by the cross — whatever
form or shape it takes in their context — bear witness to the cross of Christ.

7# Biblical scholarship and theological treatises, t0o, bear the mark of many different cultural and historical
contexts.
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the same world view” and where everybody’s understanding is based on a common
language. At least one acknowledged person must play the role of the facilitator and
leader in the process; this person is often an “expert” of sorts, e.g. a traditonal doctor,
diviner, chief or chief’s counsellor. Moreover, the audience must play the part of
witnessing to the whole procedure (Kasonga 1994:56). In contrast, in traditional Christian
reconciliation procedures, it is not the ancestors that are invoked, but God. The
participants do not have to belong to a homogeneous group (i.e. share the same culture
and ethnicity) for the process to be efficacious. Chrstian reconciliation rites are not
confined to a particular ethnic or cultural context, but may draw from and be inculturated
in any culture. Furthermore, there does not always have to be a “facilitatot” to the
process. Confession and absolution, for example, may occur without the presence and aid
of a facilitator or “expert”. Often in Christian reconciliation processes, there is no
“audience” which acts as witness, since reconciliation is frequently done privately and not
publicly. If there are witnesses present, they are normally part of the church or
congregation under whose patronage the reconciliation rite is conducted.

Reconciliation processes in Christian tradition almost always occur under the
auspices of the church. The church as reconciling insdtution has a mandate to perform
the ministry of reconciliation. The church has a plethora of methods or instruments
available for conducting this ministry (see section 3.4). Direct assets include the church’s
economic and financial abilities, the number of church helpers (i.e. “manpower”), and
already-existent organisational structures. Indirect methods that the church employs for
reconciliation include diaconical service, pastoral counselling, providing a forum for
confession and forgiveness, and influencing moral culture. The church has the ability of
providing metaphors for a new “civil religion” — metaphors which are drawn from its
Biblical and ecclesial henitage (see section 3.4.7). There are a myriad of examples of how
the Christian tradition has already demonstrated its fortitude and determination to engage
processes of reconciliation. Examples of reconciliatory practice include propagation of
reconciliaton theologies by theologians and church leaders, healing seminars, establishing
funds, seminars on racism, and various SACC programmes (see section 3.4.8). The point
is that the Chnstan tradidon has a heritage of employing the organisauonal, strategic and
institutional means at its disposal for reconciliation processes. African tradition, on the
other hand, seems to operate on a less formalised, less institutional level. Its
recon