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Introduction
The search for

a new

theological

framework in Africa, is

an

argument in favour of a widely held opinion tnat missionary
strategy based, in general, on the implantation of Western
into Africa can no longer be upheld. It has become
less efficacious in presenting Christianity to Africans.
In this essay I intend to examine a few indigenous theological

Christianity

approaches. I call them indigenous because they are proposed by
African theologians as a response to the need for an in-depth
inculturation from within.
This article is divided into two parts. Part one will examine some
of these models, and part two will address the issue of an ethic of

proposals will be considered, namely, ancestral,
staurological, proverbial, and hospitality approaches. Covenant

inculturation. Five

model is !he fifth model to which I am inclined. However, I shall
not give a detailed discussion of covenant theology in the
scriptures or in African culture since I have considered this in a
1

previous article. Leaning
shall suggest

an

on

the

inspirations

of the pact model, I

ethic of inculturation.

Part One

What is meant

by model or proposal in

this article

that in talking about inculturation
in Africa two realities should be noted, namely, Gospel and
African culture. Opinions are, however, varied as to the basis of
There is

a

universal

consensus

such meeting or the model
adequately be formulated. The

under which these realities

can

words model and proposal shall be
substituted for each other in this essay.
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Students of Sociology and Social Communication are fond of
talking about models. Anthropologists talk of models too. Denis
Mcquail and Sven Windahl say models have organising function as

consciously simplified description in a graphic form of a piece or
reality that give us a general picture of a range of different
particular circumstances.' In this sense a model acts as a compass
a

for the student in the research process, albeit the researcher would
pretend that all is in his compass. Although the term model is

not

used in
has "a

a

variety

of ways, Louis J. Luzebetak is convinced that it
of meaning; invariably it refers to a particular

common core

perspective from 'which the real world is being examined and
described.' From what is said so far one can. argue that models are
handy theoretical images for empirical application. They are
simplified rough drafts but effectively able to call up appropriate
mental images that present reality from a particular perspective. It
has to be pointed out that no model will pretend to exhaust all
aspects of reality. However, some models present their subjects in
a more coherent and comprehensible form. It is only on this
condition can one model be preferred to the other.
What model do we have in, mind when we speak of African
theology? Speaking about model in inculturation within the
spectrum of African theology is looking for a particular and sound
perspective within which African life and response to the Gospel
can be summarised and symbolised in faithfulness to the dual
heritage of the African Christian. The temptation to reduce types in
model as realities should be resisted. Model" in our context is a
tentative mind frame which

can pave the way for an authentic and
between
the
Gospel and African culture.
synthetic meeting
The old missionary strategy is said to have outlived its usefulness
because it does not fit contemporary experience of Africans any

more.

Christianity, people

claim. The old

with the concept of
outside the West.
Before
is

Christianity must give way to adult
missionary model was fixated
implanting Christianity in other cultures

The African infant

we

proceed to examine the indigenous models however, it

important that

we

know what the old model with its roots is and

6
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what has gone wrong with it.

Adaptation theology and its historical roots.
The theological, content of Western missionary enterprise
Africa

has

received
'

various

names:

contact

In

theology,

indigenization adaptation,"
phrase
is
used
inculturation
for
tentative
that
every
"adaptation theology"
in
a theology that merely tries to replace cultural
has its roots,
values with what the missionary calls "Christian values".
Adaptation theology is contrasted with Incamation(aI) or
contextual theology which is a theology that looks for African rites
and

so

and Church structures of African

on.

Most often the

inspiration.'

Incarnational

or

Critical

theology emerges from a sustained critical relationship
between Christianity and cultures." A basic dissatisfaction is
generally expressed against Adaptation theology that it barely
clergy to assume ecclesial leadership. Although
liturgies may be linguistically and musically African, the
theological content essentially remains European. Charles Nyamiti
tersely refers to adaptation, theology as "the application of the
general principles of theological renewal to concrete cases, either
by an effort to solve particular African problems (e.g., polygamy,
ancestral cult)" with Christian principles, or by attempting to adopt
9
The theological
African elements into Christian theology.
approaches that came as an alternative to, adaptation theology
through the inspiration of incarnation theology were efforts to go
beyond the former and break new grounds.
There is a tendency for the new attempts, in the bid to surpass the
obsolete model, to fall prey to the so-called' old way of theological
thinking (adaptation). The preceding statement does not imply that
the alternative models should totally break with adaptation.
Adaptation could be seen as one of those initial ports of call on the
allows the African

way to serious

passed
with

inculturation, but the bad

this stage

a new name

news

is that

we

have

long ago. It is very easy to replace adaptation
as seen in the argument of some of the historical

roots of implantation or

Implantation theology

adaptation theology.
was a theological mind-set hatched

in

a

Some
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particular historical epoch in the life of the Church. According

Segundo,

a

sociological

nature

accompanied

the

spread

to

of the

Church. Christendom arose and developed within a socio-cultural
context. The Church of that epoch was seen as a place of
protection against the unpredictable demands of a totalitarian state

society hence its number increased. Segundo's reference to the
social reality is meant to point out the context in which the
and

institutionalisation of the Church took roots

as

it tried to contend

with the

problem of survival and unity in the midst of increasing
membership in the absence of its founder. As a human group it
stressed the institutional aspects to permit the organisation and
control of its members. The fact of this human phenomenon had its
own consequences, says Segundo:
The first factor

was

that

new

members

no

longer entered
through

conversion but rather

Christianity through personal
simple process of birth. Thus the process of selection
effected through a conversion to the faith, with all that this
involved in terms of a profound change in human attitudes,
Conversion
was replaced by mere vegetative growth.
10
to
came
be
the
rare
gradually
exception.
A further consequence of this was a shift in emphasis on the goal
and aim of Christianity. The institution tending to ensure group

stability, "introduced a new motive that was paradoxically opposed
to the authenticity of the new life lived in freedom of Christ It
tried to reduce the unpredictable elements in its members'
behaviour

patterns

preoccupation

to

established

routine

with number and institution

was

forms

11 "

This

to leave its marks

in the Church's orientation and

self-understanding of the time. It
teaching a faith that
preserving
was almost hereditary at the expense of personal conversion. It
became a faithformulated in dogmas adequateto elicit conversion.
The Church insisted on uniformity which is naturally a bedrock of
institutionalisation. It took up the form of civil organisation in all
concerned itself with

the faith and

its ramifications to control and protect its

members; it underwent

a

Francis O. C.
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eschatological kingdom into
Christianity became identified
Segundo observes:

a

of

Oneness

faith

phenomenon;
new

element
that

theology

no

longer

seen

it embraced Western culture
was

still,
culture, as

as

as a

isolated

whole. This

for the Church

undoubtedly decisive

was

More

Western

elaborated within the framework of

universality of the Church was
quantitative terms. The chief by-product of
that missionary activity ceased to be the task
The

Christendom.
envisioned in
this view

was

with the

God's

for

anticipation
Christian society.

state

a

was

of each and every Christian.

12

No wonder reports of pastors in mission fields about great numbers
of baptism were seen as signs of growth in Christian faith.

Furthermore, pagans became those outside Christendom including
the

worlds.

does not

what

might vaguely have
been called "inculturation" as a process of adapting cultures to
Christian ways. He rather criticises a particular conception of
missionary activity nursed by Christendom an mposing bid for
uniformity and numbers. It is evident why missionary activity at
this period did not incarnate but began with the westernization of
new

Segundo

deny

-

the cultures it met. Cultures outside the West

inferior

and

development

devilish.

Hans

Kung

refers

considered

were

to

the

historical

of the Church which became fixated in the Euro

American environment when he declares that,
of Paul, the Church became Greek
with the Greek world and Barbarian with the barbarian

following

the

example

world. However it has not become Arabic with the Arabs,
Black with the Black, Indian with the Indians, or Chinese
with the Chinese. Viewed

Christ has remained

Kung argues for

a

a

as a

whole the Church of Jesus

European-American

pluralism

affair.

13

of cultural responses which is itself

Some

contingent
re-echoes
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with the historical life of the Church.

Kung's

concern

9

Ngindu Mushete
setting. The

from within the African

Church has not become African with Africans. Here lies the basic

task. The Christian community in Africa is only showing a carbon
copy of European model. It is very torpid, lacks originality and

typical African community is a Church that prays
with borrowed words, thinks by proxy and operates by way of
Rome, Paris, London and other European capitals. There is then
need for an African theology that "attempts to take due account of
creativity.

A

Africans to whom the faith is addressed. It takes note of Africa's

culture, religion and civilisation. It advocates the right of African

ponder Christianity and its truth in their own
Gospel needs cultural decoding in order to let
IS
Africans give their own response.
One claim is implicitly
common to Kung and Ngindu: theology is not presuppositionless;
it is cultural1y and socially bound. God speaks culturally, so also is
theology. Thus African theology "would accept and value the
cultural and religious experience of African peoples, and it would
attempt to reply to the questions raised by African society and its
Christians to

terms"

14

The

contemporary

development.?'"

theology and to give an
authentic African face to Christianity that popularised the search
for indigenous models in African theology. The need for
theological pluralism can no longer be ignored. Theological
pluralism invites a pluralism of communication rather than of
It

was

to heed this call for

a

critical

doctrine, but "there is no communication of doctrine except
through the rituals, narrative forms, titles, parables and metaphors
17
that are effective in the given (cultural) milieu.
The Ancestor Model

problem in creating African
Nyamiti, consists in the effective

The most difficult and central
to Charles

theology, according
adoption of African
conducted in this

comparative study

elements into sacred science. Researches

far tend to stop at the level of
of African religions. These set African and
area

Christian elements side

so

by side

without

allowing them

to coincide

Francis O. C.
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into
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theological unity.

There is

cultural themes that will
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a

lack of intrinsic

speak both

employment

to Africans and

of

Christians
"

of this

the
would be
intrinsic
example
application of the African category of ancestor to Christ (the
Ancestor) or to grace (e.g., grace is 'ancestral'), not merely in a
One

use

...

metaphorical sense, but according to the analogy of
\8
to identify it formally with Christ and grace.
proportion
This is one of those applications of the African elements to
Christianity that can be modified and justified, he claims.

figurative

or

so as

The statement that grace is ancestral may be valid but curious.
Ancestors intercede for their kin from the spirit world. This
intercession

constant

on

behalf of

efficacious the celebration of the

the

community makes
community in its relationship

with God, humans and the whole cosmic order. However, the
identification of Christ with the ancestral category, even according

analogy of proportion, does
adaptation model which Nyamiti

to

concede to him that Christ

not

seem

to

go

beyond

set out to criticise.

One

the
can

be called an ancestor, but the
argument presented in its favour has much roots in implantation
theology. It presumes that Christ/Jesus could be called an ancestor
without

telling

conditions

we

looks

can

as ancestor, and under what
him
into
the category of ancestor. It
accept
and leaves the ancestor model to appear like the

us

why he qualifies

must

suspicious
typology of Origen in the sub-Apostolic period. Like all typologies,
it does not explain sufficiently its types. For example, that Christ
be

seen to behave like Moses does neither prove that Christ
should be identified witn Moses, nor does it warrant us to call him
the new Moses! What kind of identity that exists between Moses

can

and Christ is

simply presumed and not explained. So also is
presumed and not proved the identity that is claimed to exist
between Jesus and ancestors. The major defect of Nyamiti's
ancestor category is the failure to give 'a strong reason why we
should consider Jesus as a member of the ancestral group. Those
who are given the name ancestor are men who lived a good life

ripe-old age. Jesus lived a good life but he did not die
ripe-old age! What reason have we to admit someone who

and died at
at

a

a

Some

a

11

good life but died young into the category of ancestor?
question which Nyamiti failed to address.

lived
is
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This

An allied concept to the ancestor category is the identification of
Jesus as "Proto-Ancestor" Its proponent, Benezet Bujo, desires to

"find

messianic title for Jesus Christ, and work out a new
19
This proposal, which sounds
way of speaking of him.

a new

theological

preaching rhetoric than a serious theological argument,
I think, stops at the level of adaptation. It suffers from the same
deficiency pointed out in Nyamiti,
more

The

like

a

Staurological model

Fortunatus Nwachukwu opts for an African theology that is
"cosmopolitan". I guess by using the adjective "cosmopolitan" to

qualify theology he does not intend worldly theology in a very
or pejorative sense but a theology that is at home in Africa
and beyond. He implies a theology that can gain acceptance in the
mainstream of Christianity as being at once African and biblical.
Hence he condemns a solely 'subsistent' African theology." and
proposes the staurological or the cross model which he justifies
banal

under three counts. One, the cross is at the centre of the Christian
21
Second, Simon of Cyrene (an African) who helped
mystery.
Jesus to carry his cross serves as a typos for a special mission of
African theclogy" In his third justification, Nwachukwu confesses

that the

symbol is not found in Africa, but it does not
dissuade him from arguing for its relevance. He contends that the
experience of suffering in the daily lives of Nigerians (or Africans)
23
makes the cross model attractive
According to him, the cross
Jesus
showed
unifies.
solidarity with people in suffering.
�odel
Despite the merits of the cross model, 1 think that some of its
rationalisations in Nwachukwu's presentation are bound to attract
fierce objections. The cross is however not out of place; for no one
cross

doubts that the

Nwachukwu

is at the centre of the Christian message.
links the cross to suffering, but this does not

cross

rightly

the Nigerian or African people celebrate sutTering as a
way of life. Rather they found themselves in situations' of
suffering. They did not choose to sutTer. The relationship between
mean that

12
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in whatever historical circumstance is

contingent. The cross as a Christian symbol has a value
independently of peoples' historical .experience for which such
symbol can be genuinely or ideologically evoked. I think what
Nwachukwu tries to do with the cross for the Nigerian Christians
still be done with the covenant model. The cross may be
integrated into-the pact to become a symbol of a broken body for a

can

people. Cross, suffering, or death presented as an isolated
catechetical symbol for Nigerians is just moralising.
The introduction of the cross as a symbol of unity in African
community life, in the form Nwachukwu conceives of it, is like an
appendage to the ontological foundation of African communities
since he denies that it is found in Africa. Unless he is prepared to
demonstrate that this symbol can justifiably oe found in African
culture, its prospect is dim and prone to be attacked as an imported
symbol, although it is a symbol at the centre of Christianity.
Jesus certainly showed solidarity with the suffering and worked
to release them from what hinders them from responding to God's
call. He did not endorse suffering as the best possible way of
realising God's, project. The cross came when relationship between
God. and humans was jeopardised. Jesus was a victim of a broken
covenant. His body, as, I have said, is a broken body for a broken
people. In breaking the covenant the conspirators (humans)
introduced the cross. Peter's sermon to the people after the cure of
the lame man at the Beautiful Gate clarifies thispoint,
broken

Men of Israel,

why are you so surprised at this? Why are you
staring at us as though we had made this man walk by our
own power of holiness? It is the God of Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob, the God of our ancestor, who has glorified his servant

Jesus whom you handed over and then disowned in the
presence of Pilate after he had given his verdict to release

Holy and Upright One, you
murderer should be released to you
while you killed the prince if life. God, however raised him
from the dead, and to that fact we are. witness, and it is in the
him. It

was

you who accused the

who demanded that

a
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of Jesus which, through faith in him, has brought back
the strength of this man you see here and who is well known
name

to

YOU.24

Therefore, it

was

Cross but humans

inevitable

.

not God who killed

did,

although,

In any case, God would

and

accomplish

The

cross

his

Jesus,

or

introduced the

God foresaw that the

always

cross

show Himself

defaults

will be
as

God

the way.

design
along
double-edged sword. In the sign of the cross we
see both the revolt of humans against God and God's power to deal
with such rebellion with the same symbolism introduced by
is like

humans! It

necessity.

was

even as man

a

human revolt that made the

God could have done without the

cross

cross

a

temporary

had humans not

revolted.
The Proverbial Afodel

"pro-verbial" model of inculturation
25
for a successful inculturation of Christianity in Africa.
Christianity and African reality, according to him, are cultures.
And he accepts that one will give way for the other. This is implied
in his reasoning that the insertion of Christian elements into native
cultures has to be effected. By this the cultures are then fused,
(may be frozen'), and assimilated into Christianity, where they
become corrected and transformed." The inculturation of the
John

Egbulefu advocates

the

Church�s dogmas is of paramount importance
model reconstruction. How did the

to the

pro-verbial

about?

proverbial
proverbs in Africa. Leaning
on this, he makes a smart theological tinkering thus: the etymology
of the word 'proverb' is 'pro-verbum', meaning 'for the word'.
And when it is interpreted in the context of inculturation, it
acquires the sense of "A frica for the Word". Anything outside of

Egbulefu

finds

a

huge

use

come

made of

this is svncretistic and contrary to the I02ic of inculturation
..,

17·'

'-"

system."

proverbial model is very attractive because it take. off from
a linguistic joke that is at home with some Africans
the use-of
such
an
raises
some
proverbs. However")
problems about
approach
The

-
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of inculturation itself. The swift

culture acts

as a

boomerang

reduction

of

to what is claimed in

favour of Christianity It diminishes the claim of Christianity to be
.

reality. Culture, as ,we know, is a product of
it is a result of human ideas.
human interiority and expression
Thus it is essentially man-made. John Kelly has an incisive remark
on this point.
a

revelation

or

divine

-

Society and culture are man-made and we must always be
aware, both in apprehension and expression, that this is so.
Neither society nor culture as they are actually apprehended
are in the nature of thi ngs. Society and cu1ture are human
28
constructs, subjected to historicity.
If culture and

Christianity are raised to the same status, how much
ground is left to argue that Christianity still transcends
the cultures? There lurks a problem in the blunt identification or
merging of Christianity with any culture, .unless by inculturation or
transformation of cu1tures we mean a "theological miscegenation",
whereby the weaker disappears with time. And if this is implied in
the project of inculturation, which 1 think is not, such a process
reasonable

could be all but dubious. Inculturation is not intended to be

reduction of cultures to

one

divine real ity, that is,

a

a

kind of

theological monism.
The Christian group can be regarded, from the point of view of
sociology, as a culture or better described as a "subculture"
because its members constitute

group with
habits and faith-communion in Jesus. Surely,
a

distinct social

relatively common
Egbulefu does not intend this meaning when he claims that
Christianity is a culture. Viewed from another perspective, if one
must apply the word "culture" to Christianity, it should be in an
analogical sense. But the preceding concession does not stand to
patch up the loose argument for the proverbial model! When the
concept of analogy is applied to culture, the reflection changes
from culture to "cultures." No culture is the culture.
is

a

culture.

Undoubtedly,

some

kind of

Every

exchange does

culture

take

place

Some
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among cultures at various levels because cross-cultural pollination
is a social phenomenon. Nevertheless, it will be difficult to

conclude that the intention of Christian

religion is to make people
abandon their cultures only to be taught the Church's dogmas
(probably the new culture') through a "proverbial rote method"
Egbulefu makes a spirited effort to look for a model from within
which he thinks must distance itself from any form of syncretism. I
respect the fear of Prof. Egbulefu, w nich could truly be genuine.
We are not proposing syncretism as a doctrine to do inculturation.
But the history of the Church shows some elements of syncretistic
influence. The student in search for a sincere way of bringing
about the marriage between Gospel and African culture does not
aim at a blunt effort to syncretism. However, it is not a surprise
that syncretism may result while one may be searching for the truth
about God, humans and the world. Aylward Shorter is right to
point out that it is not a question of the reality of syncretism in the
Church's life journey along the centuries but to what degree. He
makes

a

trenchant remark:

There has

always been syncretism

question is

not how to

can

-in the

Church, and the

get rid of it, but how much syncretism

be tolerated. Even in the New Testament communities

there

three

four

opinions about how to accommodate
Judaism within Christianity. Eventually the jewishness of
29
Jesus was almost lost sight although.
were

or

Elsewhere Shorter further asserts that,
a

historic church accumulates

a

currency

or

patrimony of

cultural elements, either contingent or necessary, which is
communicated through acculturation and which survives in
great part as a syncretic component in Christianity's
There is still

dangerous tendency in
official church documents to imply that this patrimony is a
culture, and even to equate it with a universally significant
Euro-American culture. This patrimony inc1udes the residue
inculturated forms.

a
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of

previous inculturation, as well
invigoration and enrichment

communion of churches. It is

as

the outcome of mutual

in

the

contemporary

multicultural

phenomenon
passing "from one' kind of clarity
to another" in its developing understanding of the faith. It is
a naive oversimplification to identify this patrimony with the
culture of Europe, even if that culture is seen to be what it is
30
in reality, a complex phenomenon of astonishing diversity.
a

which assists the church in

There is hardly a perfected and finished model in our search for
the truth about God and ourselves. What we call syncretism can be
process of authentic expression. Shorter's words imply that
Christianity 'should show signs of syncretic influence if it must
a

insert itself in the cultures. This is not a new ideology! A shrewd
loot: at missionary Christianity shows that it has been treading

along this path in its self-discovering.
The proverbial perspective can be classified as q doctrinal model
because of its refusal to bend or 'syncretize' The 'obsession' with
the inculcation of what is thought to be the church's 'dogmas' can
stage a kind of power politics that obstructs initiative and progress.
doctrinal model of revelation, it is "understood on the
analogy of authoritative teaching. God is seen as an infallible

Like

a

knowledge by speech and writing. The
recipients, as pupils, are expected to be attentive and docile." For
the dootrinal-p -Jverbial theorist, the gospel simply talks, and
teaches, and the cultures listen. There is a likely presumption that
humans have little or nothing to offer in dialogue. Thus, as it is
'stiff, too powerful but weak to content erring humans before the
divine and too scary for humans, it does end in a 'policeman
theologising!'. The proverbial model suffers the same defect of the
implantation missiological policies. It is very close, in i�s .present
formulation, to the ideologies of a police state whose cinzens, like
those of the Platonic state, are always children. I think, to a great
extent, that God likes us to make our own mistakes freely, The
knowledge of God through the gospel is a free offer that demands a
free and responsible answer. Shorter corroborates this' f�W when
teacher who communicates

..

Some
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he writes thus.

Primary evangelization follows the path of interreligious
dialogue. It seeks to discover what is of God in the cultural
and religious traditions of the unevangelized, It looks for
signs of the activity of the spirit and for the elements of
Christian truth which St. Justin Martyr called 'seed of the
word'. It notes the various ways in which the people of these
traditions yearn consciously or unconsciously for Christian
fulfilment, and it calls· them to repentance and conversion. At
the appropriate moment, it identifies and names the hitherto
unknown Christ, whose spirit has been at work among them.
It speaks to the human imaginations about Christ and invites
the people to learn about him and consciously to commit
themselves in love and freedom to
The

him.32

Hospitality Model

E. E. Uzukwu argues that cultural distortion notwithstanding,
hospitality has remained a constant in African life.33 In the light of

this, he proposes

a

theological

model of inculturation based

on

this

central value.

stranger is alwa.ys given a warm welcome. From the
very first, he is shown kindness and affection, and is treated as a
friend unless, or until, he proves himself otherwise. Uzukwu sees
In Africa the

this attitude of friendliness towards the stranger as a favourable
precondition for preaching the gospel, and something to be

harnessed in the

interest of evangelization. For the missionary
stranger, albeit a particular kind of stranger with a
message to deliver. And the community, being naturally disposed
to hospitality, warmly receives him and is prepared to listen to
him. Thus there is a mutual embrace as the missionary sets about
making his home among the people.
As he does so, he begins to unfold the gospel message before his
guests. Initially, the message may seem as strange as the
comes as a

messenger; but it too, is accorded the treatment meted out to the
stranger, and is welcomed in an atmosphere of love and friendship.

18
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soil, it is easy for the gospel
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right at the
heart of hospitality is an, openness and disposition to dialogue. It is
essential, however, that this is not to be taken advantage of to the
detriment of good relations with the community he has come to
serve, Uzukwu warns. The openness must be on both sides, and the
missionary too must practice hospitality. Should he attempt to
impose his message, or be perceived as wishing to do so, and show
insufficient respect for the traditions of the people, he may well
run into opposition and rejection. No wonder Uzukwu says
34
"hospitality is double edged: it constitutes a threat and luck. To
say that hospitality is double edged sounds a bit contradictory.
Either it is hospitality or it is not! Hospitality is intrinsically a
positive value and to blend it with new elements like threat or
luck, does not sound quite right. However, what Uzukwu has in
mind is the necessity of dialogue in an atmosphere of encounter.
Imposition or prejudice of any kind can upset the whole
environment of meeting, and can blur or obscure the good value
each party may be trying to contribute. According to Uzukwu,
therefore, "the demonstration in dialogue reduces the aggression of
the hosts who would regard the guest' s contribution as more of a
35
threat than a good fortune.
to take root. For

If on the other hand there is mutual kindness and affection, and
the

dialogue remains open, this will lead to self-reflection on the
part of the people and eventually, perhaps, to· conversion. The high
point in this process expresses itself in a confession by the
community that the .gospel message offers a better key to life's
riddles. Then the community is led to the end of an era in its life
process.
It should not be

forgotten, however,

that the

hospitality

that has

opened the way for the gospel is a spiritual value. It too is good
news, and the people's own good news finds its place in the wider
framework of the

gospel.

model has

Hospitality
good insights but I think. we should not
it
as
a
African
totally
phenomenon. It is true that Africans
parade
are hospitable. Other people are, too. There are even more reasons
to question African hospitality. There are records of brutality or

Some

hostility
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emitted to

people outside

of one's clan and to

early

missionaries. The present state of affairs in the continent could be
all but hospitable to its citizens or strangers! When this so called

hospitality is closely examined, it could be a personal feeling of
some good hearted individuals who are found in various degrees in
every culture amid the general attitude of suspicion shown towards
strangers than a general cultural attitude.
On the whole, however, I adopt hospitality as a gospel attitude of
acceptance and communal fraternity. It is very enriching; it has
infinite merits in terms of creating a solid foundation for dialogue
and Christian growth. However, hospitality in Uzukwu's
understanding has an added element that is aggressive too. The
stranger would have

to be met with luck or threat.

We have

pointed out why it is a contradiction in terms to speak of
hospitality as double edged. Uzukwu is understood to stress the
need of dialogue and good disposition on the part of the guest so
that he will not meet with rejection of his message. But this
concession does not excuse his hospitable encounter from the
accusation that it is dangerously dualistic. It depends on the
unpredictable disposition of either the stranger/missionary or the
host. The reacti on of the host,

aggressiveness

or

or

the increase

acceptance, depends

or

decrease of

how the guest presents
the slippery grounds of the
on

his message. He has to gamble through
dialectics of people" s emotions. In any case, it will be unfortunate
to stake the gospel and the respect for the human person on mere
of people! Both host and guest abide with an
uninsured risk. In their first encounter, there is a potential danger

caprices

and

passions

things to be manipulated. And if ever
they
appreciating each other's worth, it is just
somebody meeting some one. They are still far from having a

that

they

see

come

common

each other

as

closer to

basis for encounter that

primitive rights,

even

encounter. Since it is

.can

at least

if the content of such
a

a

situation of either/or

guarantee

right be vague
-

luck

or

some

at first

threat- then

changes of a philosophy of right that predates the' encounter or
springs from the mere encounter of human persons are dim indeed.

the

Well,

we

do not want to distract with this the other side of the
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instinctive reaction towards the stranger; it is enough to indicate
that we shall take hospitality as a good condition for encounter and
assume

it

as

covenant attitude.

PART TWO

Suggested Mind-Setfor the Project of Inculturation
Knowledge is relational. This bespeaks intentionality in the
situation of the knower and the known. The subject knows the
object without becoming the object or dissolving in the object, no
less than the object disappearing in the main stream of knowledge.
Even contemporary epistemology in addition to intentionality has
adopted almost the religious term of 'indwelling' to describe the
knowledge situation. Colin Gunto underscores this when he say
that "We do not contemplate reality from the outside, from a
godlike distance -objectivism- but we indwell the world as part of
,,36
it. All knowledge arises out of, and is a function of relation.
The
is
not
the
of
into
the
fusion
one
element
but
a
other,
relationality
mutual responsive action where the subject and the object become
present to each other in an intentional way. They indwell in each
other. Gunton has this further remark to make:

Professor T F. Torrance has
..

indwelling. takes
where the

its

origin

suggested

that the

metaphor of
gospel,

from its use in St. John's

indwells the Father, believers indwell Christ,
then the .Spirit indwells them. If that is so, then we have
son

already before us one example
37
gospel on our culture.
this

of the historical

impact

of the

indwelling becomes an epistemological
theological metaphor. The way the .subject and object indwell
In

each other

sense,

can

be

seen

to be the way

God, Christ

or

or

in

the Christian

message indwells in our world. 'Indwel1ing in' or 'to dwel1' is
always to indwell or dwell in something, for example, a world.

touch the mystery of incarnation that God indwells or
dwells in our world. Hence it is often argued that inculturation has

Here

we

-

Some

Indigenous Models in African Theology

21

to be modeled on incarnation.

Without

trying

categorical assertion that inculturation
incarnation, we can say, by approximation,

to make a

is synonymous with
that inculturation is a form of incarnation, since in inculturation we
are attempting to make the gospel to indwell in a culture. If this

intuition is correct, then inculturation is .an indwelling in a world.
This world is a necessity for indwelling to take place otherwise we

logically incarnate. The world or creation is
very necessary for the work of redemption (that is, an
� incarnation) to be effected. So also we need human
beings and cultures in order to inculturate. The word 'necessity'
used in this context does not imply a strict philosophical
determinism but a condition for the freedom of indwelling itself 11
mearis a world without which there will neither be place nor space
to act OJ to exercise. There is no freedom or expression or
manifestation without a precedent necessity (i.e., world) and to
deny this amounts to denia1 of a world within which freedom is
exercised and realised. Logically Christ would not have come if
there was no creation, no world in short no human beings. Christ
came to save humans already living in their life-world or culture.
How would the gospel, for example, be addressed to Africans if
there are no Africans! From this, we can generalise in saying there
is no gospel if there are no persons.
We take it that when it is said that Christ or the gospel speaks to
the culture that it is a metaphoric way of saying that the gospel
cannot

inculturate

or

indwell. in."

-

addresses persons. Culture does .not exist out there. Wnat we
address in front of us is the human person. Culture is only an
expression of man (himself) in trying to live his life. It has a

personal aspect in so far as it is 'the person' in the culture and in
the production of culture that is addressed. Gospel is firstly
addressed to human beings who are Africans and can become
can become a Christian is a person.
the
is
person of Christ. There is then this common
that creates the world of encounter between the parties

Christian. The African who
The

gospel
personhood

involved. Both the addressee and the addresser
kind of world for

meeting. Culture

is not

are

something

persons. It is a
out there but it
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is the person who stands before me in hislher yesterday, today and
tomorrow in hislher totality. Personhood is the common world of
-

meeting. Perhaps to say that the gospel addresses cultures is an
improper way of saying that the gospel addresses persons.
The missionary (or the gospel) meets people already dwelling in
their world. Slbe comes to dwell with them. The recognition of
common personhood is not immediately factual, but reveals itself
to the intuiting conscience. Personhood as a common humanity is
not coextensive with temporal facts but it can be materialised in
the temporal and social facts that come to bear on interpersonal
relationship. It needs to be intuited by, or revealed to the host and
the guest that they have something in common, which is not
caused by any of them, though depends on either of them for its
flourishing. The intuition of their common humanity is enough to
suspend Uzukwu's 'luck-threat' condition. Humanity crucified and
glorified is their humanity. We see the cross as a sign of broken
and repaired relationship thus giving hope that all relationships are
capable of being rebuilt. In this way Nwachukwu' s staurological
model fits into its evangelical setting.
Humanity is to be recognised even before the encounter began,
though the preoccupation of each party is the protection of this in
the process of inter subjective relationship, thus the need for an
alliance.
The Covenant Model
As I said at the

beginning of this article, I have explored in a
a theological marriage can he formulated
previous
between the gospel and African culture under the spirit of
communion. For this reason I would not go deep lnto exploring the
concept 'covenant' be it in the Scriptures or in the African setting.
However, a very brief summary of major contention regarding the
covenant model can be highlighted.
article how

The idea of covenant

can

be used to construct

a

bridge between

the twofold heritage of the African Christian. The term 'covenant'
both in biblical and extra biblical sources connotes the idea of

agreement,

a

contract

strongly binding

on

the

parties involved

to
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pact. G. E. Mendenhall summarises the basic
element of pact when he defines covenant asa "solemn promise
made binding by oath, which may be either verbal formula or a

keep the

terms of the

symbolic action. Such
parties as the formal

promise."

an

action

or

formula is

act which binds the

The word berith is used

by

diatheke which

means

fulfil his

the OT to translate the

between Yahweh and Israel. Its

relationship
oath or testimony. The

recognised by the
actor to

English equivalent

LXX and NT render the Hebrew berith

last will

or

testament.

is
as

39

The OT is full of accounts of simple covenants between men, for
example the pact between Jabesh Gilead and Nahash, (I Sam.
11: 1 )�

covenants between

equals, for

instance the agreement

between Jacob and Laban, (Gen. 31:44). There are covenants
between unequals for example, the covenant between Abraham

(Gen. 15)� between the people of Israel and Yahweh at
Sinai, (Ex. 19 24). There was also God's oath to David to
stabilise the Israelite dynasty to him and his descendants, hence
Jesus' genealogy in the NT is traced to the dynasty of David, (Mt.
1). Great prophets like Isaiah, Jeremiah, Amos, Hosea, Ezraand
Nehemiah, in their various teachings, encapsulate the idea of
God's covenant with his people.
In the NT we see that both the Pauline (I Cor. 11 :24-25� Lk.
22:17-25) and Petrine (Mt. 26:26-28; Mk. 14:22-25) traditions
accept that the Eucharistic words embody covenant overtones. The
blood of the lamb that was used to ratify the covenant between
God and Israel at the foot of Mount Sinai is seen as prefiguring in
and God

Mount

-

the NT the sacrifice of Jesus

'On

the

31 :31-34) talks

Jeremiah

(Jer.

perfected

in Christ,

cross.

The

new

covenant which

about becomes

Jesus is the Christ of God

fulfilled

and

whom

through
being sustained. With his- life, passion,
death and resurrection Jesus reconciles humans to God, thereby
restoring the relationship that was severed when humans disobeyed
in the old dispensation. His blood shed on the cross established
peace between heaven and earth, (Col. 1: 15-2_O). From this
perspective, Jesus comes.to be seen and venerated as a covenanted
personality, a 'trans-cosmic man' in whom the fullness of divinity
creation

was

made and is

24
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cosmic individual he

brings an end to acts of
violence and spilling of blood. In and by Jesus, the human person
j s constituted as a sacred entity who also posits the sel f as a
covenanted unity in Christian parlance in particular and the
universe in general.
A similar reasoning can be constructed from the point of view of
As

a

African culture. The idea of humans

as a

covenanted

or

communal

foreign. to the African experience. This cosmic unity is
community. Many students of African cultural history
bear witness to this cultural phenomenon: the Africans' attachment
to community life. The community is a life-world where I am
unity

is

not

lived in the

because

we are:

in the African communal

individual

consciousness

world, the important elements of
are

widely shared in the
(beliefs, ideas, feelings,
consciousness of the epoch.

These shared elements

community.
sentiments, fears), constitute the
The

community

is

a

self-world and it demands

an

undivided

union with others. Existence apart form the community
the universe of life-force is unthinkable. From the

commor,

effort to master the environment arise cultural crcativities.

Testifying

to

the African communal

living,

or

41

Swailer Sidhom

argues that existence in relations sums up the pattern of the
African way of life. This encompasses within it a great deal,

practically the whole universe. The African maintains a vital
relationship with nature, God, the deities, ancestors, the tribe the
42
c Ian, the extended family and him-Iherself.
The idea of communion is closely linked with covenant 'for the
motif of covenant is essentially communion in the same life and
meaning. .No wonder the Igbo word for covenant is Igba-ndu
which means mating or communion of life. Thus mercy Amba
Oduyoye declares that covenant making is a characteristic of
African

life.43Through

themselves
all in

as

alliance

"blood relatives",

a common

even

strangers

come

to

see

thereby assuring the sacredness of
paternity/maternity and brotherhood. It is amazing

Some

to read the

Indigenous Models in African Theology

following

words

uttered in

an

25

occasion of

an

African

covenant:

As

we

have

now

become friends, let the stomach of whoever

cheats his friend, swell. When I visit you, at any time," you
will not me send away. If I become poor you Will not discard
me.

We will

never

do

anything

to harm each

harm any of our relatives and friends.
witness.
May God ratify

out

brotherhood.

or \0

May

our ancestors

our

friendship,

44

On the basis of these

other,

be

our

intimations, I maintain that the idea of

covenant- is commun to both the Christian and African traditions. It
can

be

an

invaluable tool in

constructing

an

inculturation

praxis

and catechism. The pact model arrests any prejudice that might
arise and insures any legitimate fear or preoccupation in the world
of meeting. The

gospel

knows of alliance. Africans know of it too.

reality of an alliance is not foreign both to the guest and
host, in Uzukwu's hospitality model'. The conditions of alliance
determine the ethic of encounter which is nourished by communal
living and friendship.
Thus the

Advantage of the Covenant Model
pretended that the covenant model' should be the only
feasible model; but among the present models proposed in which
The

It is not

inculturation could be summed up, it appears to stand a better
advantage, if we must speak of a theology or philosophy of right in
life and the world at

large. There are social
aspects of the pact that impact the political environment under
which we live and theologise. The alliance proposal is important if
a theology of ecology is to be expounded; if an integral and
respectful view of the human person is to be noted; if we must
argue for an objective life or coexistence ethics; If a dialogue
relationship has to be maintained between African .culture and the
gospel: if life as a whole must be lived in harmony and dialogue
African

socio-religious

with God, humans and nature. If al1 men and women are sons and
daughters. brothers and sisters under the fatherhood of the same
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all-powerful and all-caring God, they
committed to

a

certain

norm

feel

must

of love, be it social

themselves

religious, from

or

theymust bind themselves and relate to one another.
new ethic is truly human because it issues from the
phenomenon ofbunum existence, and quite supernatural because it
transcends individual subjects in tlte world of encounter. Going
back to biblical roots, we hope to discover the same message for
all. It is charged with the message of a new brotherhood and
springs from. a commitment of love that is communally ethical.
The intuition of Shorter is brilliantly expressed when be remarks
which
The

that,

Religion is by. definition a cultural phenomenon, and the
gospel is basically a way of life that is lived in accordance
with diverse cultures. Since culture is always the property of
a community and serves to give the community identity, it
follows that religious conversion has a community
dimension. This is especially true in the case of Christian
evangelization, which derives its success and efficacity from
interpersonal and community relationships, and which
preaches a community ethic based on fraternal love.
Christian conversion is therefore never a purely individual
and intellectual journey. On the one hand, the community
invites the individual to join with it in common witness and
worship; and on the other hand, the individual takes the step
45
of joining the community which. issues the invitation.
When

by

people

a means

feel

secure

of social and

in the hands of God and of one another

religious alliance, they

are no

longer

to each

other, and the new brotherhood emerges as part
strangers
of their nature. (This is perhaps the new theological utopia!) Laws
then

'disappear'

into

love

commitment of love and

joy

and
in

rights
seeing that

are

these

highly realised and p otected. Thus everyone has
determination and self-transcendence.
..

The laws that

guide

the conduct of

a

manifested

as

rights

are

same

space for auto

dialogue partners

or

the
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from within and

imposed from

not

are
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the

outside. In this environment, persons and communities develop in
their authenticity. As persons and-human community, they are not

outside the communion of common humanity yet they are not
copies of other communities or persons, for their rules or

carbon

laws emerge, and are nursed, from within their environment. This
new model African church we would like to see come to life.

is the

law and structures of

Writing about

culturally polycentric

a

communion Shorter assets:

opposed to legalism, is both healthy and necessary in
the church. It upholds people's rights and defines their

Law,

as

model of church communion, however,
cannot tolerate a universal Canon Law that reflects an
duties. The

outmoded

new

of

paradigm

inconsistent

with

an

mission.

invasive

The

law

cultures, produces cultural parallelism

that
..

ongoing
now, the

universal law of the church is used

for

blocking

an

the West. As matters stand

effective

evangelization
progress of inculturation. Obviously, this
46
a culturally polycentric church.
On

contributes to

or

cultural

aggression by

model is
subverts local

new

as an

instrument

and

hindering the
must be changed in

w1der scale these attendant

rights or laws are positive not in
the sense of something commanded by the superior to the inferior
or law as
apositive fact divorced from morality. They are positive
in the sense that they are a product of the phenomenological
experience of dialogue partners. They are discovered by the
a

partners themselves and

are

manifested

as

criteria of conduct for

a

reciprocal relationship. Their rules are children of their experience
and not imported or imposed from outside. This is arrived at
through a deconstructed situation which
aspirations of the dialogue partners.
One needs to

warn

does not

ignore the.betief

that the contextualization of

experience for a better gospel response should not
an ethnocentric .theology. When we -begin with

community

be mistaken for
a

community's
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experience we may be surprised to discover that its experiences are
not totally dissimilar to human experience of the divine in general.
Every community experience, as a human experience, is at once
'subjective' and 'universalizable' as an authentic religious
encounter of religious men and women. Both religious experience's
that can be particularised and those that can be universalized
derive from common humanity as a basic human experience of the
Holy which is discovered by men and women in dialogue with the
Divine.
A

philosophical point can be made in this line regarding the
community and the missionary. The host and the stranger share a
common humanity or personality which is the first ground of their
meeting. This 'dialogal positivity', or personality is a priori
because it derives from a common humanity that antedates a·
partner's individually isolated claims, because it emerges from a
common humanity belonging to none exclusively. It is a priori and
constitutes
essences

a

horizon of value and stands out

as

irreducible

of personality and love. As the condition. of possibility for
and dialogue, the common humanity argues for a

meeting
metaphysics of 'primitive' right that guarantees respect for the
persons in dialogue situation. The communication journey and
dialogue are as a result of a co-operative effort. Not only that life
and security are ensured, the other (whoever he is) has a space
already to develop, to be himself, and to share his message. The
host also has the right to listen and to be listened to.
Pact, Reconciliation and Harmon)' with the Earth
Problems do result in

a

covenant situation. When encounters take

place in dialogue, as human beings, drift away from their
interpersonal and ritual commitments, they have something to fall
back on: a conscience, a witness or a guarantor. They can avail
themselves of the infinite possibility of renewals, re-enactments
and re-commitment to the initial cause; for they are not gods. The
covenant ideal recognises human weakness and insures the
attendant risks in their humanness. In this way, we say that the pact
model is robust in making allowance for the legitimate claims,
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and

pretences

possibilities

that

can

Theology

crop

up
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within

the

communication situation. The many ethical and juridical features
man as a subject in word and action are, to a large extent,

of

in their

recognised

predictable possibility. Like other peoples,
an infinite possibility for breaking a
infinite possibility for dialogue, appeasement and

Africans know that there is
covenant and an

pacification.
The horizon of the covenant model extends further. To the

being is a covenant directly or
indirectly
against a human person also
contradicts one' s relationship with God and earth. It is interesting
to feel the preoccupation for interdependent nature of the earth,
our home, in the Earth Summit in Rio de Janerio [Brazil, June
1992]. Of the twenty-seven declaratory articles on Environment
and Development, article one reads: "Human beings are at the
centre of concerns for sustainable development. They are entitled
to a healthy and productive life in harmony with nature." Michael
Grubb et al point out the criticism against the conference for not
insisting much on a serious sustainable development ethic that
should recognise the intrinsic value of the natural world,
irrespective of its value to human beings. However, at least, it
suffices that the Summit was aware that any mishandling of the
earth rebounds on man hence the integrative view of development
called by the participants at Rio de Janerio.
Long before the Summit, the Church has been hammering on
reconciliation, a salvation that has to be integral and holistic.
African,

covenant with

a

a

human

with the earth. An offence

Francis A. Sullivan articulates: "it is this concept of salvation, as
embracing both communion with God and the achieving of unity
among all the people in this world that recent official
documents of the Catholic church have described as integral

and

justice

salvation.

"

integral living extends to technology, which is human
self-expression. This human self-expression can no longer ignore
the human dignity, rationality and the destiny. Thus, technology a
human activity in a material universe, that is, a sensible
cannot shy away from blending the
manipulation of nature
The call to

-

-
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integral

whole.

Technology has

no

rationality except in relation to human destiny and good. Hence M.
I. Nwoko rightly argues that technology has to face ontology,

Technology is ambiguous if it is
left to criticise itself. Any model of theology, be it Christological
or covenantal that ignores ecology and creative stewardship, will
not be doing any good to human life. Models of power and
domination theology are very much controverted and should be
regarded as obsolete. Process theologians have given us an
inspiration of another side of God in relation to creation. Denis
ethics and

ecology

in discussion.

Carrol says:
.

Rather than stand

and

against creation, God enters it, is
part of it, draws it upwards and forwards. All things .have
their inner ( conative) and their outer (quantitative) aspects.
They retain their freedom and their purposiveness even in
their relation to God. God is the persuasive lure of their inner
life. In this view God feels with the universe in its pain, in
its failure, in its JOy. Not only does God give life and love,
God is responsive to that life andlove."
over

-;

It is this broadened concept of God that

proposed theology can
ecological problems to. which
our

give adequate consideration to new
irresponsible handling of environment exposes us. Covenantal
model will be sympathetic with the' African religious and political
situation. In the present scheme of things, no sane visionary will
predict that all Africans can belong to the same religious faith. AU
may acknowledge a power above called God, though they remain
African Traditional Religionists, Christians, Moslems, Buddhists,
Hindus, etc., in the African environment. They can disagree on the
way to the Ultimate because such a 'Big Truth,' I think, cannot be
exhausted by one way,48 but everyone has the right to live and to
coexist; a pact is called for in this regard. If they become more
attentive, they may discover to their surprise that. the God of peace
and love has always been there at the foundation of their life and
coexistence. The right of religious freedom that is, believing
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differently in God and remaining brothers/sisters" dees not argue
against the covenant model but leaves room for mutual interaction
in which people freely discover the 'contagious' Good News of the
dialogue partner. Then, they can say from their hearts to the
partner-guest, you are indeed a friend, we believe you; you have.
the message of eternal life. The faith-community confesses thus:
"You are truly the Way the Truth and the Life." Perhaps, we all
come to make the same confession, having achieved listening to
what God is saying to us, through us, and through the stranger; and
what we as a whole are saying to ourselves! The Gospel is not
simply a question of words or of doctrinal propositions but
essentially a way of life a praxis, which is to be lived by people.
-
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