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Introduction
in Africa has become

real

sort of an

ugly
proud
pessimistic,
poverty in Africa may be compared to a terminal disease for which
there is no cure except for life-support machines provided by
international aid agencies. For many in the West, Africa is still a
vast geographical area that is little known, essentially backward
and rather mysterious. If Africa is known at all in the West, it is
mostly for its thousands (essentially women and children) who
queue daily to die of malnutrition, AIDS and other 'tropical
Poverty

birthmark

diseases'

nobody

should be

a

stigma,

a

of. For the most

.

My approach in this paper will be three fold. Firstly, I will
by asking crucial questions about the causes of poverty in
Africa. For instance, why has human dignity become so alien to
Africa? Have Africans really fallen under the curse of the
'Cushites' (,tall, dark and smooth-skinned people') as described in
Isaiah 18? Secondly, I will attempt a theological reflection about
the implications of poverty and injustice in the perspective of the
divine project for humankind. Thirdly, I will try to outline some of
the challenges that African government policymakers, the general
public and Church organisations have to face if we really want to
start

reduce poverty in Africa.
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into the Caves of African Crisis

Alienation and Anthropological

in

Africa
talking about the causes of poverty in Africa, what the
Congolese philosopher Mudimbe termed 'The Invention of
Africa,3 may be one of the issues. According to Ka Mana, despite
Impoverishment

In

all the merits of their

writers and social theorists failed to make

between

need for

African poets,
strong connection

pioneering struggles, pioneer
African cultural

a

an

identity

and

genuine
development. In his words, those African pioneers have
succeeded
only in making 'African imagination dance
magnificently in the clouds, without being able to descend into the
caves of the very meaning of political, economic and socio-cultural
existence of Africans today' .4 Therefore, it is urgent to bring about
a

a

economic

a

radical

change

about 'what it is

keep

our

in the conventional ways of Ii ving and thinking
to be an African today?' To do so, we need to

distance with

about Africa's fate,

regard

to

the

general

thought provoking questions: Why

famine in the midst of the

abundance of Africa's natural resources?
conflicts

emotional statements

in order to transform those statements into

endemic in Africa

Why

are wars

and ethnic

African

despite
people's legendary
fraternity? Why those ugly ethnic
'Black Beauty'? Why is it that ecclesiastical
boundaries are so strong in Africa despite the vaunted African
people's strong sense of community life? What is to be done with
African Christianity to stop it being a 'folklore' of consolation and
vindication that has not succeeded in empowering African people
so

of

hospitality
cleansings despite our
sense

and

for the transformation of their social life?

great challenge for today's African writers,
thinkers, politicians, economists, social scientists, theologians and
Church leaders etc, to start scrutinizing afresh the process that, in
the

There

is

1950s

and

a

60s

independence. People
3

many African countries to
laid down political ideas and the

led

See V. Mudimbe, The Invention

political
political

of Africa (Indiana, Indiana University Press,

1988).

4

Ka Mana, Foi Africaine, Crise Africaine et Reconstruction de l'Afrique (Lome:
HAHO/CETA, 1992), p.128. Translation, mine.
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leaders

promised to lead their countries towards peace and
prosperity. They promised to lead the colonised Africans into the
land 'full of milk and honey'. However, the bitter reality was that,
before a real settlement in these lands, these same political leaders
became the first to grab lands, monopolising honey and milk
greedily, leaving the majority in the shadows of poverty and death.
The 'Exodus to Freedom' has turned

out

to

be

an

exodus to

bewilderment.

Honey and milk have turned out to be agony,
killings
Many have been left in the wilderness to die as
refugees and displaced people. Corruption is rampant everywhere.
The millions of poor are becoming poorer, while the few rich are
becoming richer. Finding that most of African contemporary
societies do not provide the humanising contexts they so eagerly
seek, millions of Africans find themselves estranged from these
societies. I remember some years ago, visiting refugee camps and
shanty towns in the slums of Nairobi, Sierra Leone, Somalia, and
Ethiopia. I will never forget those depressing moments, just
remembering those thousands of people who go to sleep every
night with empty stomach. There is a staggering figure of 6,500
Africans who die daily of treatable, preventable diseases
dying
for want of medicines that ordinary people can get in the West at
their local chemist shops. Even today, we still have on our
television screens horrifying images of refugees and displaced
people in Sudan, Congo, Rwanda, and Burundi. Even though
international news agencies have lost interest in the plight of
people living in Sierra Leone, Angola, Mozambique, Uganda,
Somalia, Ethiopia, etc., their situation is not less critical.
and hatred.

-

There is

a

fact that

wars

together

with other territorial

disputes

and conflicts, not only cause a lot of environmental problems (air
and water pollution, damage to the earth, land-mines, etc.), but

they

are

also

a

major

unemployment and poverty. This is
begins: the mass unemployment that has
countries for many years was partly

cause

where the vicious circle

of

plagued many African
responsible for many conflicts.

Whenever any crisis started

(like in
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religious conflicts in Northern Nigeria) 5, these idle
(the unemployed) who, out of sheer intention to loot, would
then aggravate little disagreements and blow them out of
proportion. The bitter fact is that conflicts in African countries
have assumed a monumental magnitude with the emergence of
religious, ethnic and political conflicts which desecrate human life
with reckless killing and shameless spilling of human blood
through spears, swords, daggers and guns. Is it not a tragedy for the
human condition in Africa that people have become refugees or
displaced in their own countries? It is truly depressing to see that
those people have no beds to sleep in; they have no houses to go
the

of

case

hands

into. What about the fate of those thousands of beautiful children

shamefully call street children? Can street beget children? Is it
not an irresponsible flight from our human responsibilities? In
we

many countries in West Africa as well as in Central and East
Africa, I have met mothers, fathers who said to me that not only

they unemployed, but also, they did not get any
no old-age pension, no social welfare, no
assistance, nothing. One of my questions remained
were

income

-

kind of

medical
without

response: 'How do you live then?'
The other reality is that, though African

people are known to
religious movements have

be

notoriously religious by nature,
played major roles in many of the conflicts that have wrecked the
continent. Oddly enough, the love, which is taught by the Bible,
the Qur'an, and many sayings from the African wisdom tradition,
was only in people's head and not in their heart. Few who had the
desire to love their neighbours discovered too late that their love
had evaporated in the scorching heat of religious intolerance.
The above critical analysis is intended to open our minds and
eyes more widely to the poignant realities of the situation of
millions of African people caught between what the Cameroonian
theologian Engelbert Mveng has termed an 'anthropological
impoverishment' and an alienating Christianity. This calls for lucid
questions regarding the ethical, social, political, economic and
5

See, S. A. Owoeye,
Nigeria, 1980-2002' in,
2003, pp.104-119.

'Harvest of

Religious

Voices

the Third World, Vol. XXVI No.1, June

from

Conflicts in

Post-Independent
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ecclesial dimensions of the African crisis. Ka Mana has the merit
of grappling with this kind of questions in his L 'Afrique va-t-elle
Mourir?,6 (Will Africa Die?) As a result of his critical reflections
Ka Mana attempts at revitalising captivated African social
imagination in order to reinvent a more adequate approach to our
social responsibilities and ultimately, to reconstruct African human
dignity. For instance, Ka Mana's major objective in L'Afrique va-t
7
elle Mourir? was to analyse the new myths that provide the focus
of African social imagery, in order to suggest rational ways to,
"[t]ransform the myths that make us dream into problems that
make us think, convert the problems that make us think into
energies that make us act, change the energies that make us act into
new reasons

hope

and

The

to live and

believe.t"
starting point

die, and into

new

fundamental motifs to

of Ka Mana's reflections in L 'Afrique va-t

elle Mourir? is Hannah Arendt's

theory of the three dimensions of
vital activities (labour, work and action) that structure the condition
of modem human being." Ka Mana applied that theory to analyse
the deep crisis of human existence in Africa which, in his view, is
characterised by 'the barrenness of intelligent creativity, an
apathetic world and a crisis of human speech as a medium of social
encounter

space for life' .10 This
reconsideration of God's

for the realisation of the event of

a

analysis is enlivened by a theological
humanising project for humankind through Christ. It is a project
that has nothing to do with myths which would just 'comfort us in
our nature and lock us in our history'. Rather, it is a project which,
through Jesus' cross, and death, his resurrection and exaltation,
releases forces that impel 'human beings into a self-transcendence,
6

Ka Mana,

systematic
University

L'Afrique va-t-elle

reformulation of
of

two

Mourir?

(Paris: Cerf, 1991). This book is

lectures that the author gave in 1989

at

a

the

Bangui.
study of Ka Mana's works, see Valentin Dedji, Reconstruction
and Renewal in African Christian Theology (Nairobi: Acton Publishers, 2003),
pp.93-165.
8
Ka Mana, L'Afrique va-t-elle Mourir?, p.l4.
9
See H. Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1958), p.7.
10
Ka Mana, L' Afrique va-t-elle Mourir?, p.22.
7

For

a

detailed
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responsible for themselves and for the world
transform according to God's plan' .11 Later on,

in order to make them

which
in

they have to
theological reflections about the eradication of poverty, we
deepen the crucial aspects of human beings' responsibilities as

our

will

co-partners

'globalisation'
The
The
in

a

with God.

co-creators

or

as

another

Unjust Burden

source

For now,

let

us

tum

to

of poverty in Africa.

o!Globalisation12

'globalisation' so often referred to nowadays is the latest phase
development which began to take shape a little more

historical

than five hundred years ago and which was consolidated at the
beginning of the seventeenth century. It was from about 1985
onwards that the term
a

process

'globalisation'

has become fashionable. It is

of the internationalisation

of

capital,

of labour,

of

and of trade, and it has serious social and cultural
consequences. These historic changes have enabled few to become

production

rich while many have become poor and still continue to be poorer
and poorer. In other words, it is a system that has been built on a
foundation

capital

of

inequality

nations'

injustice. Intemationalisation of
given rise to 'the wealth of (a few!)

and

and of the market has
.

This economic,

characterised

by

a

political

and cultural order has since then been

hierarchical structure. There

are

the central

peripheries, which are
exploited in all senses; and the secondary centres forming a link
between the central powers and their surrounding regions. These
secondary centres accumulate wealth and have insatiable appetites.
Their prosperity is based on what they succeed in drawing in from
their hinterland. The secondary centres linking the central powers
with those on the periphery of the system maximise, in one way or
another, the few benefits conferred on them by their role in the
powers,

which

accumulate

wealth;

the

system. This hierarchical system is indicative of the existence of

11

12

Ka Mana, L'Afrique va-t-elle Mourir'l, p.191.
Here, I have been inspired by an excellent article written

by:

a

Julio de Santa

Ana, 'Globalisation and some of its Problems' in, Voices from the Third World,
Vol. XXVI No.1, June 2003, pp.36-46.
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regime of domination on a world scale, or, in other words, of
empire.
Capitalism has evolved and modernisation has been achieved
through very close networks. One has to see that, whenever the
government of any African
obtain

resources

responsible

for

Latin American country attempts to
economic
growth, the organisations
or

for

overseeing the
Monetary Fund,

(International

operations
World

Organisation,

Inter-American Bank for

that, in order

to have access to the

Bank,

of

the

system

World

Trade

Development, etc.) respond
funds, the national economies

must be

'modernised'. Thus, they have to be 'adjusted' to the
requirements of the central powers of the system (mainly the G8
nations and the so-called Paris

Club).

The

major decision-making

power in the prevailing system is located in those groupings.
The consequences of this exploitative international economic

system

for

African

disastrous.

and

countries

their

peoples

is bui It

that

are

simply

hierarchal

Considering
globalisation
upon
on
greedy powers, sophisticated technologies,
inequality and injustice, the access into any sphere of the inner
circle of that system can only be possible through ruthless
competition. But because in most of African countries what
structure

a

based

Hannah Arendt has called the three dimensions of vital activities

(labour, work and action)

are

missing,

one

can

understand that

African countries, though being among the world's first producers
of raw materials, still remain at the periphery of the international
economic system. The big tragedy is that, most of the time, when
big international policymaking agencies meet to elaborate crucial

decisions, the voices of representatives from poor (African)
are very often pressured, bought and silenced. And
because of the African saying that 'when two elephants fight in the

countries

forest, only the grass and small
Africa remain

trees

suffer', ordinary people in

receiving end. They are the
'innocent' victims of a system that ignores them, tramples down on
them and treats them as mere objects of history instead of allowing
them to rise to the status of subjects of their own destiny.
The crucial question here is: How would God feel about the
suffering of his people? Is there any source of inspiration for us
permanently

at

the

Human
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beings' duty regarding

the eradication

injustice?

Affirmation of Nationhood and Defence of the Poor:
A Biblical

Perspective
speaks of

When the Bible

God

as

redeemer of the

people

and

defender of the poor, it means that Israel's identity, or what it
means to belong to the Hebrew people, consists in doing justice to

the poor and restoring their trampled rights. Consequently, when
Jewish people do not do justice to the poor, they are traitors to

themselves. This

means

that not

only

their violations of the covenant
identifies them and

they act in evil ways, but
directly contrary to what
rise to them as a people,

do

are

originally gave
namely,
liberating event of the exodus and the
experience of having come forth from Egypt thanks
the

historical
to

God's

intervention.

The failure to do
on

the true

identity

justice

to

of Israel

the poor means turning one's back
a nation. It so happens that the

as

defence of the poor is the very meaning of the Jewish people's
claim to nationhood. For this is a nation that, ever since the promise

given to Abraham, has been called upon to enthrone justice
right: 'To do what is right and just'. This command completes
the one given to Abraham when God told him to leave his own
c0l:lntry and travel to an unknown land where he would make him
father of a great people (Gen. 12: 1-2), a people that would be
characterized precisely by the doing of what is right and just in
order to create a society of equals. Therefore, the theme of rescuing
the poor and practicing justice that runs through the Bible means
'keeping the way of the Lord'. It is also the condition that must be
met if God is to carry out his promise for His people.
The identity of Israel is rooted in the relation between the poor
and the nation; the chosen people lose their dignity if they do not
establish justice in their midst. For this reason, in many Bible
passages, the prophets, speaking in the name of God, describe the
powerful in their own Jewish nation as 'foreigners.' They are, in
effect, foreigners to their nati ve land because they do not do what is
was

and
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right and do not establish justice as prescribed in the covenant that
justifies the existence of the Hebrew people. Those who dominate
may belong to the collectivity but they are foreigners as far as the
very wellspring of the nation's existence is concerned. So too, an
affirmation of nationhood that leaves aside the effort to make

justice reign in the land is a lie and a form of manipulation. We see
this same manipulation at different levels of people's life in Africa.
Firstly, many politicians and some social activists have used
the themes of liberation, exodus and the quest for nationhood to
point fingers at 'foreign agents' and invaders. But they have failed
themselves to do for their

when

people 'what is good and just'. They
places of perpetual wilderness. As
foreign invaders they replaced. Also,
some of African political leaders use

again

Christians'

own

have turned their homelands into

such, they
is it not

a

guilty
manipulation
are as

their claim to be 'born

as

the

as a

silence Christian communities' voices, while

and

behind the

token to attract and

perpetrating injustice

scenes?

corruption
political
Secondly, poverty, injustice and corruption are big challenges
in Africa considering that this is the continent where we have the
fastest growing Christian communities in the world. Here, I just
want to stress the implications of God's command: 'to do what is
that is, for the people of God, the
right and just' for churches
family of God, the sacrament of salvation in history. The building
of the Christian community acquires its full meaning to the extent
that this community defends and protects the poor, who are the
privileged members of God's Kingdom; otherwise, there is a
contradiction of the very essence of the ecclesial community.
God is the defender of his people because He asserts the rights
of the poor. More than this, God rejects the chosen nation when it
does not practice justice. This is a recurring theme in the prophetic
books. Some selected verses from Jeremiah chapters 21 and 22
gi ve us this:
-

Thus says the Lord: Do what is right and just. Rescue the
victim from the hand of his oppressor. Do not wrong or
oppress the resident alien, the orphan, or the widow, and do
not shed innocent blood in this

place.

If you carry out these
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commands, kings who succeed to the throne of David will
continue to enter the gates of this palace, riding in chariots
or mounted horses, with their ministers, and their people.
But if you do not obey these commands, I swear by myself,
says the Lord: this place shall become rubble... Many
people will pass by this city and ask one another: 'Why has
the Lord done this to

be

Because

given:

the Lord

'
...

so

they

great

a

city?'

And the

answer

will

have deserted their covenant with

(Jer.,21:11-12; 22:3-5,8-9)

Elsewhere in Proverbs 14:31

we read, 'If you oppress poor people,
insult
God
creates
who
them; but kindness shown to the poor
you
is an act of worship.' Furthermore, Israel gradually comes to

understand that Yahweh is the defender of the poor in all the
peoples of the earth. The great Old Testament theologian of God's
universal love is Second Isaiah. When God presents his servant,
Yahweh says, 'upon him I have put my spirit; he shall bring forth

justice
justice

(42: I). God's servant's task of establishing
and righteousness expresses God's will to life:
nations'

to the

I, the Lord, have called you for the victory of justice,
grasped you by hand;

I have

I formed you, and set you
A light for the nations,

as a

covenant of the

people,

To open the eyes of the blind,
bring prisoners out from confinement,

To

And from the

dungeon,

those who live in darkness.

(Isaiah

42:6-7)
Jesus

was

experienced.

In

underscores

the

Matthew

Jesus'

response like that which Jeremiah had
addition, Jesus in his mission takes up and
universalism of the prophets. The Gospel of

given

a

in

particular emphasises the all-embracing aspect
preaching of the Kingdom of love and life, a preaching

of
in

which he declares blessed all the poor of the earth.
The implications of these biblical readings are vast for African
Churches

and

nations.

Christian

communities,

where

fighting
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against poverty and injustice is not
meaning of the witness they give

go against the very
to the Lord's resurrection. In
a

priority,

other words, if Churches in Africa are to be truthful to their
Christian mission, we have no choice but commit ourselves to

prophetic planning

and coordinated actions that would contribute to

the eradication of poverty on our continent. But there is no point
expecting civil society and political leaders to stand alongside the

poor if Christian communities and their leaders fail to do so.
Instead, we theologians, church leaders, together with our members
should listen to the

injunction

from the

prophet

Amos:

'Stop your
songs; I do not want to listen to your musical instruments
anymore. Instead, let justice flow like a stream, and righteousness
like a river that never goes dry.' (Amos 5:23-24).

noisy

Likewise, African nations would
of their nationhood if
the weak first.

Again,

no

longer deserve

to be

proud

fail to put the interests of the poor and
Amos' advice here is thought-provoking:

they

Make it your aim to do what is right, not what is evil, so
that you may live. Then the Lord God Almighty really will
be with you,
is right, and

as

you claim he is. Hate what is evil, love what
that justice prevails in the courts. Perhaps

see

the Lord will be merciful to the
are

still left alive.

This is where

people

of this nation who

(Amos 5:14-15)

need to promote alternative
that will empower, stimulate and give hope to

now more

than ever,

we

theological thinking
African people. African people need to get the good news through a
genuine commitment to their Christian faith. By taking up their full
responsibilities as co-creators with God, African people can still be
set free from the shackles of their abundant problems and move
toward an abundant life that was promised to them by their creator.
Re-appreciating 'Small' and 'Local' Stories: A Theological
Challenge
Christian theology has as one of its great challenges the re
which is
appreciation of the 'small', the local, the particular
covered
narratives
and
always being
up by grand
totalising
-
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what I call the Zaccheus

fight

Zaccheus,

we are

told,

our

Project for the World

Christian faith and

Syndrome (cf.

was a

small

theology

Luke 19:

is to

1-10).

However, everything

man.

big or happens in a meta-narrative way. He lives in
Jericho, a big city, second only to Jerusalem. He has a big top job.
He is a big official. He is the senior tax collector
directly
accountable to Rome, the imperial city, to which all roads lead. He
is therefore a wealthy man. He has heard of Jesus, of the many big
miracles and powerful speeches he (Jesus) has been giving in the
countryside. Zaccheus does not only wish to see Jesus, he is
anxious to see him; that is, he has a big burning desire, a dream.
Well, one day he had a chance, because Jesus happened to corne to
Jericho. But unfortunately, there is a big crowd. However,
Zaccheus cannot be outsmarted. He runs ahead, climbs a big
around him is

-

sycamore tree.
For Zaccheus, the

of the

climbing

brilliant and smart idea. But it is
to dwell up

there; of

as

big

well

a

sycamore tree is such

temptation,

a

a

temptation

involved with, and pushed around
wants to "see" Jesus clearly; to have a clear

getting

not

by, the crowd. He just
perspective of everything taking place (false universalism). This is
why Jesus calls him to corne down from the top of the tree to the
ground; from the clouds to join the crowds the smelly, disorderly
crowd comprising both rich and poor, widows and orphans, wel1fed judges and hungry children, muscular soldiers and feeble
-

country

women; a

crowd, in other words, of the historical realities

and contradictions.

Surprisingly,

it is

only

when he had

corne

down into this

confused mess, that he noticed the widow and orphan for the first
time. Only then did he "see" his life and others clearly. His
invitation to

small
see

corne

down

was at

the

same

time

an

invitation to "see"

small events, small needs, and small differences, to

things,
realistically.

The greatest challenge for us today is to be able to "see" such
small details, given as we are to living with big stories. And, just

like in Zaccheus' case, it is only when we have
the big sycamore tress
of big concepts like
-

Market, African Renaissance,

as

told

on

corne

down from

globalisation,

the

the tenth floor of air-
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conditioned offices in New York, London
sycamore trees of our day), into the messy,

contradictions of the African

Town

Cape

or

uneven

(the

trivialities of

the

shanty towns,
the squatter camps, and the back streets (the home of starving street
children), that we can begin to "see" the full effect of the African

everyday

Renaissance.

Only

then

can we

of Africa's

story

renaissance

variations. Can

realistically

to

and

to

whoever is

theology challenge

telling

the World Bank, the IMF, the African leaders

-

down to the

ground?

able to do that? I

What sort of skills would

am sure

it will take

able to force Zaccheus down to the
This is where I would like to
mother in

Africa.

critically

you, Africa?" We have heard the story
from the top and I am sure we shall hear

ask, "Who has done this
more

begin

villages,

Where

does

she

that

to come

theology need
pious words

to be

than

to be

my
stand in

semiliterate, rural

more

ground.
bring in

She has been

-

that with

this

story about

liberal economy,
globalisation?
promised
free trade, industrialisation, the encouragement of foreign
a

investments, etc., her life will become greatly improved. There will
more and better food
water, better health care
future filled with hopes of prosperity and a longer life.

be clean

and

a

I

drinking

am

-

afraid she does not

recognize

herself in this story, since

she does not yet see any of the above signs of salvation. In fact, she
has not yet experienced any renaissance in her own life, even as
official

reports have continued

to

"economic miracle" is

taking place.

the

jumbo jets roaring

over

big

cameras

celebrate the fact that the

To be sure, my mother hears
her head, she encounters tourists with

who ask to take her

picture.

She is bewildered

by

all

promoting all sorts of strange and fanciful
articles she does not know anything about. She does not understand

the advertisements

what all the fuss is about. On the contrary, she is seriously worried
that she has less food to eat now than ten years ago. There is less
medical care for her and the whole family. She has been warned
not to drink the water from the

river, because it has been polluted

factory, but she cannot
afford the nicely bottled mineral water. She is just one of the
millions of other ordinary Africans who are similarly worried about
the concentration of wealth in the hands of a minority, the

by

the chemical waste from the

nearby

oi I
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pollution of the rivers, the full
by foreign companies, the massive
people rendered unemployed and homeless, the

public offices,

the

scale destruction of the forests

number of young
growing number of street children and the scandalous gap between
rich and poor.

These contradictions do not
version of

seem

to

feature in the official

of the African Renaissance story as it is
globalisation
told in New York, Washington, London, Paris or Cape Town and
or

Kampala. This is not surprising, for such is precisely the danger of
big stories. In their attempt to claim universal validity or be
globally acceptable they do not account for the particular. Instead,
they tend to confirm and perpetuate themselves through a highly
selective sociology of statistics, which not only successfully cover
up any contrary indicators, but
"inevitable"

as

a

result confirm the story

as

.

One

major requirement

is that

theology

has to remain

on

the

within the realm of small stories, within the narrative
ground
context of the African's ordinary struggles and aspirations. But this
-

is where the dominant form of African Christian

theology

has

so

far failed.

Alternative
The

Theological Thinking

Theology of Reconstruction

I have laid down elsewhere my arguments and vision for a theology
'
of reconstruction in Africa.l It is a project for an all-inclusive and

integrative enterprise which will draw its resources from multi
disciplinary expertise involving social scientists, theologians,
philosophers, creative writers and artists, biological and physical
scientists, as well as builders and architects. This is a crucial point.
For, in a continent where wars, drought, famine, land mines and
other
effects
of
permcious
political instability affect
women
and
children, the reconstruction task
indiscriminately men,
cannot be achieved in isolation.

13

See, Valentin Dedji, Reconstruction and Renewal in African Christian
Theology (Nairobi: Acton Publishers, 2003).
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outline four

principles which the theology of
as a reality has to take into
concept
account. It will aim at: (a) Rebuilding the conscience of builders
who are themselves forged by a vision of God's utopia and by an
active faith in his word; (b) Re-forging a new spirit which carries
the energy that moves through peoples' history; (c) Reshaping an
imagination capable of escaping from ethnicity and tribalism in
order to live the faith in God in relationship with the whole cosmos;
(d) Restructuring new institutions proportional to the dimensions of
the conscience, the spirit and the imagination which our faith in
God requires, in order to stop crises.
reconstruction

just

as

a

as

well

The matter at stake is to reconstruct the framework of
creative forces in order to

community's
destiny beyond

the determinism of

endeavour remains

prophetic

lay
crises.l"
profoundly motivating

the foundation of

a

Nehemiah's restorative
initiative because of its

vision, its unselfish motives, its

inclusive dimensions, and its ethical

a

a new

all-encompassing
principles:

and

rebuilding [enterprise] and did
acquire any property. Everyone who worked for me
I knew what heavy burdens the
joined in the rebuilding
had
I
to
so
did
not claim the allowance that the
bear,
people
I put all my energy into the
not

...

governor is entitled to.

(Nehemiah 5: 16 and 18)

ground-breaking though Nehemiah's initiative might be, it was
only a model of a project that was destined to overcome a
particular kind of crisis in a specific period. That is why the overall
relevance of the reconstruction paradigm cannot be fully
appreciated today unless it is perceived in the perspective of the
all-encompassing 'abundant life' inaugurated by Christ.
As

Christology of Abundant Life
The purpose of a 'Christology of abundant life' in the perspective
of the reconstruction paradigm, will not consist in rehashing or
articulating over again the abounding Christological titles with

A

14

Ka Mana Foi Chretienne,

p.164.
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which Christ has been crowned in African
matter

at

stake

of the

understanding
hitherto taken

here

place

is

the World

theologies. Instead,
forward

take

major steps
practical implications of the dialogue
to

in

the
the

that has

between Christ and Africans. Whereas in their

search for the 'true character' of African Christian

theologians

have

attempted

to answer

identity, African
question, 'Who do
reconstruction paradigm,

Jesus'

you say I am?' (Mark 8:29) In the
Africans have to ask the same question back to Jesus, 'Who do you
say we are?' It is through the answer to such a double interrogation

that

one can

with

perceive

which

reciprocally,

Jesus

the transformative dimensions of the

faces

the

African

continent

assigned to specific tasks as
perspective, I agree with Ka Mana

Africans will be

workers with Christ. In this

project
today and,
co

that

there emerges 'a clear
the type of relationship
15
"I
that is to be established between Christ and African peoples':

through Jesus' statement in John 10: 10,
project and very significant structures of
came

such

that

they may have life,
profound proclamation,

and have it

abundantly." Through

Jesus has laid the very foundation
that will enable Africans to 'reflect theologically on the power and
energy of the Christian utopia as promise and hope for the whole
a

besieged by so many problems' .16
Therefore, the statement, 'I came that they may have life, and have
it abundantly', does not only reveal who Christ is for us, but also
who we are through our relationship with His Word and what are
the tasks we are assigned to in these days that are ours, with the
signs that characterise these days, the mutations that they imply
17
and the challenges that they bear.
The haunting question is: how
dare one speak of life in abundance in Africa 'when poverty
abounds; when people just disappear'?" In other words, Have
Africans really ever experienced the abundance of life or only an
African

15
16

continent

that

is

Ka Mana, Christ d'Afrique, p.l0l.
The quotation is from Jose Belo

Chipenda,

former General

Secretary of the

AACC; see, Kit Mana, Christ d'Afrique, pp.l01-2.
17
Kit Mana, Christ d'Afrique, p.l02.
18

These words

from the 6th AACC General

Assembly theme song. See,
(eds), Abundant Life in Christ, Report of the
6th AACC General Assembly, October 25 -29, 1992 (Nairobi: AACC, 1994), 1'.1.
are

Timothy Kiogora

& Harold Miller
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problems? Are Jesus' words on abundant life to be
claimed exclusively as a future promise?
I am convinced (as were participants to the 6th All Africa
Conference of Churches' General Assembly in Harare) that "Jesus
speaks to us in the contexts of our problems (abundance of poverty,
refugees, diseases, high infant mortality, cultural confusion,
corruption and even ignorance) and promises (abundance of raw
abundance of

materials and human resources, even children)." In the words of
Philip Potter, 'God's final revelation in the Word made flesh in
Christ

was

that God is the

source

harmony
logic
opportunity to choose between
problems which lead to death or
which

are

ours

of life.

.io

This is

fully
given an
either being overwhelmed by
being excited by the blessings
giver

in the Bible

with God's

in

and

as we

have been

'I call heaven and earth to witness

from God:

you this day, I have set before you life and death, blessing
and curse; therefore choose life, that you and your descendants
may live.' [Deut. 30: 15-20].

against

In my

for

a

new

theological view, 'choosing
understanding of ourselves

life in Christ' is
and above

commitment to the reconstruction task of

perspective

of abundant life. In

our

our

reflections

on

all,

an

option

an

active

countries in the
the

'Christology

of abundant life' let

us

realistically, choosing

'abundant life in Christ' in the context of

anti-life

Africa

forces

mismanagement,

in

economic

is not to be understood

give

not

in to blind enthusiasm. For,

(corrupt governments, political
deterioration, hunger, civil wars, etc.)

aspiration for an economic
prosperity or for a material security in a tranquil spiritual
atmosphere. Rather, it is a reorientation of our struggles, not as
passi ve spectators, but as committed participants in the process
towards the advent of a more dignified humanity.
as

a

mere

Thus, it emerges that the quest of abundant life in Christ
clearly encompasses three dimensions: a material, spiritual and
ethical

dimension.

faith away from

19

a

It is time for African Christians to shift their

'sleeping-pill Christianity'

Philip Potter, 'Keynote address', in,Timothy Kiogora
Life in Christ, p.45.

Abundant

in order to
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genuine

in us,

a new

of the institution of

an

life. Thus, Jesus Christ becomes what He is to be

embracing
fully for Africans and for their destiny, the
catalyst of a new way of being and thinking.
Here,

we

very operator and

need to understand that Christ identifies

Himself in

the status of full human

us

to

that he

beings
uplifting
making of God our true being, the down-payment
of our destiny and the hope of our existence which is his kingdom.
Therefore, 'the revelation of Africa in Christ' through Africa's
problems will enable Africans to discover anew in the Gospel,
positive directions for the creative and innovative functions of their
imagination.
The 'Christology of abundant life' implies that 'Christ has
become our spirit' as He himself has been 'transformed' by God in
order to create abundant life wherever powers of death reign.
Therefore, as the very force of our spirit, the strength of our
conscience and the energy of our imagination, Christ's catalytic
mission is to change our dreams into a will for action and our
utopias into acts of commitment to the advent of the human.
I am truly convinced that in the reconstruction paradigm,
Christ impels us into movement so that through us the world may
become God's world as the promise and as the reality of the
plenitude of being for everyone and for all. In other words, the
practical implication of the 'Christology of abundant life' is that
Africa is being called to start the long journey to maturity. The
challenge is to 'rise up, take up your bed and walk.' (Luke 5:24)
This is a challenge to assume our role as subjects not as objects or
victims of our historic circumstances. To 'rise up' means to gain a
us to

has revealed in

"

new

20

consciousness of

Ka Mana

'cultural

recurrently

our

situation.

identifies Africa's

problems

reconstruction', chaotic economical

as:

the urgent need for a
that are obviously

structures

a genuine development of African societies at an international
general and irreversible yearning for political democracy and
preoccupations for a spiritual and moral renewal of our social texture in its
global setting. See, Ka Mana, Christ d'Afrique, p.104.

irrelevant for

level,

a
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Conclusion

Poverty in Africa is more than any other endemic disease. It not
only disables African people physically and materially, but also it
deprives them of their human dignity. As such, the eradication of
poverty from the continent is no longer a matter of barren
discourse but a crucial issue that needs urgently a political
conviction

and

courageous
strategies within

This

action.

should

involve

all

network where

embracing
interdisciplinary
politicians, social scientists, medical scientists, builders, architects,
philosophers, creative artists, teachers, together with theologians,
Church and other religious leaders learn to humble themselves and
put together their resources, their structures and their talents for the
sake of African people. In these concluding remarks I would like to
propose an outline of some motivating principles and few possible
strategic actions.
First, we have advocated that 'protecting the poor, doing what
is right and just' are the very foundations of God's alliance with his
people. Ultimately, a great nation is a compassionate nation. As
an

such, if Churches in Africa are to be truthful to their Christian
mission, we have no choice but commit ourselves to setting up the

coordinating actions with our partners (within and
outside church' organizations) in order to lead the battle against
corruption and injustice on the way to the eradication of poverty on
mechanisms and

our

continent.

Second, educate African people

on

the true

meaning

of Jesus

Christ's

injunction to them to 'rise up' and take up their bed and
walk. This would open their minds on the importance of 'labour,
work and action' as key principles of their future destiny. Jesus
Christ's offer of

an

'abundant life' is

an

invitation to start

a

journey

towards empowerment where people who used to be objects and
victims of history would eventually become subjects of their own
lives' stories.

Third, though the cancellation of 'Third World' countries'
debts at the

beginning

of the third millennium

might

have offered

relief to the economy of the beneficiary countries, that would
never have a long term effect towards the eradication of poverty. In
some

the

light

of the

dangerous conjunction

of

military

and economic

Human
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power in the hands of a new stage imperial empire, it is high time
for a worldwide coalition to be formed that not only voices

opposition to the unjust and violent use of
imagine and organize around an alternative

power, but begins to
vision of how world

affairs need to be constructed. This vision has
in international
Porto

Alegre,
opportunity for

gatherings, such
January

Brazil in

as

begun

to be

the World Social Forum in

2003. This would be

African nations and

outlined

a

religious organizations

unique
to

make

their voices heard, not to sell their voices.

Fourth, considering what President J. F. Kennedy once said:
'If humankind does not put an end to war, war will put an end to

humankind'<',
foster

a

Africans should not spare any effort in order to
culture of fraternity that goes beyond ethnicity. For, wars

of poverty that destroys human dignity.
Fifth, another way towards the eradication of poverty will
consist in how seriously Africans, including theologians and other
are a

major cause

religious leaders start tackling ecological issues. Here are some
thoughts for us to ponder: (a) 'If people did not prefer reaping to
sowing, there would not be a hungry person in the land.' (b) 'We
abuse land because we regard it as a commodity belonging to us.
When we see land as a community to which we belong, we may
begin to use it with love and respect.' (Aldo Leopold). (c) 'You
forget that the fruits belong to all and that the land belongs to no
one' (Jean Jacques Rousseau).
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Quoted by Martin Luther King, Jr. See, James M. Washington (ed.), A
of Hope: The Essential Writings and Speeches of Martin Luther King,
Jr. (San Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 1991). p.275.
Testament

