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Abstract

This paper will seek to formulate a distincttheology of culture for the
modern African context, and one that will respond appropriately to the
unique and varied needs of the modern African person. This paper
utilises Prof. William Dryness’ description of the culture, which offers a
finer definition of the term. The role and place of culture in theological
discourseshasbeen a subject ofintense controversy amongtheologians
and scholars over the years. This controversy has been fueled by the
perceived exclusion of culture asa key playerin shaping ourtheological
enterprise and especially in the African context. The foregoing
notwithstanding, theologyinitsnatureiscontextual. Thisassertion flows
from both the biblicaland historical models of theologising. Itis notable
therefore that, culture playsavital role in the theological enterprise of a
given peoplein a given place. There is a need to open our spectrum of
learning about God in the African context. If we stick only to the
conventional theological approach and notions that were in many ways
notinclusive, we maylose an opportunity tolearn anddiscover God. This
iswhya theology of Cultureisimportantbecauseitaddsanewarena or
platform upon which God's revelatory possibility is evident.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

Historically,the theological enterprise has taken eitherthe abstract orthe exclusion pathin itsendeavour.
In some cases, it has taken both paths. It takes an abstract path if it has not taken certain contextual
dynamicsand concernsseriously. Exclusionin thatithasnotconsideredan all-encompassingapproachin
relation totheissue of humanityand society thatshape how people understand and articulate aswell as
practice their Christian faith. Although there have been, and indeed there are inevitable theological
conversationstakingplacein various contexts, ithasbeen on a selective basis. Thisisto say that dialogue
or conversation has been within selected categories and quarters of human existence depending on
whether the aspect is deemed worthy of discussion. Such an attempt has led to leaving out some key
contributorsorvoicesto the task of constructing a relevant and transformative theology. If theology has to
inform, influence and transform day-to-day human lives, it must embrace an inclusive and holistic
approach.

For a long time, the theological enterprise has operated based on pre-determined ‘proclaimed
conventional sources’ It is not until recent times that attempts to move beyond the perceived ‘fixed
sources’ of doing theology became evident. This is what steered the culture talk to the theological
conversation platform. Katongole observes that “excluding culture from the theological dialogue is
excludingakeyvehicle of God's revelatory possibility” (Katongole, 2011). This paper will therefore develop
a theology of culture (in the context of Africa) in conversgation with Bediako (Christianity in Africa) and
Katongole (The Sacrifice of Africa), among other key voices on the subject.

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW

Cultureisnotstaticbutratherdynamic. The definition pointsto the fact that culturecannot be generalised
butis specificto a specific context.In summary, the term culture, eventhough usedin a wide range, will be
used for this paperto refer hanging set of specificcommunal practicesand assumptionsthatserveask a
catalogue for specific people’s actions. Dyrness defines culture as “that changing set of communal
practices and assumptions that serve as the repertoire of a people’s actions and by which they express
theiridentity” (Dyrness, 1995, 63). Theology of culture requires not just an open mind but a different
mindset. This is because the subject of culture has been a contentious one in theological circles
throughout Christian history. This is probably due to the underlying notions that have informed
theologians regarding the subject of culture. Most of what has been known about the culture, especially
whenitcomes to the African context, was packaged from the West. Thiswas and has been characterised
by labelling, categorising as well as belittling some cultures and cultural aspects over and above others.
There are some ‘superior’ ‘holy’ or ‘good’ cultures and vice versa. As Galgalo, in his recent book, ' African
Christianity: The stranger within’observes regarding missionary evangelistic efforts in Africa, “It involved
the uncriticalassumptionthatthe African person religiously speakingis‘an empty vessel  ready to be filled
with Christian content”(Galgalo, 2012, p. 14).It is sensible to suspect that the ‘empty vessel mentality’ cuts
across not only matters related to religion but also the question of culture. Suspicion and judgment
became the new premise upon which looked at culture. Can culture, viewed through such suspicious
lenses, be useful to the theologicalenterprise? Howmany cultures can we considerin our endeavour to do
theology? Are there any helpful aspects of culture in doing theology? Or is culture too evil that God

Journal url: https://journals.editononline.com/



https://journals.editononline.com/

Journal of Pastoral and Practical Theology

cannotreveal Himself throughitsfacets? Such concernsbecame the genesis of the divergent attitudes and
perceptions that several theologians have propagated regarding culture.

A mind-set anchored on the premise of exclusion and cultural superiority can only produce a partial
theology. A theology is devoid of a holistic consideration of the possible and available sources of
discovering God. Johnstone, in his article, ‘God'’s wider Revelation: Reconsidering General Revelation',
points us to an alternative mind-set when he says, “We believe God is active in the world. We recognise
God's indefinable presence in music, film, art and other key areas of contemporary culture” (Johnstone,
2014, p. 25).Johnstoneisherebyadvocating fora mind-set that holds to the omnipresent nature of God in
its full connotation. Omnipresence here is to be taken in its full and inclusive tenets. And indeed, there
cannot be anythinglike partial omnipresence when it comes to God. The omnipresent God is active in
every detail and aspectof theworld.It is not forus humansto direct God into which details oraspects of
creation He can be present and which ones He should not be present. We should keep Isaiah 55: 8 and
Jeremiah 23:24bin mind.Itis Impossible to have partsoraspects of creation devoid of hisdivine presence
if God fills the heaven and earth.

In attempting to show that a positivist mind-set of culture is important, Dyrness stated, “No culture is so
distorted and broken thatthe gospel cannotbe expressed and lived outin itsterms”. Theology of culture
needsto be anchored on such a positivistic view of culture. Traces of God will be found in varying aspects
and dynamicsofanyhumanculture on the planetearth. We require a positivemind -setregarding culture
to discern these traces of divine presence and revelation.

Thisissue probably explains Bediako'sconcernuponthe mentionbyboth AndrewWallsand David Barret
of the new role of Christianity in African life. Bediako notes, “There is evidence of torn fabric of African
Identity henceincompleteand fettered Africanhumanand personality” (Bediako, 1995, p.5). For Bediako, a
wrong mindset has given birth to a plagiarised identity. Bediako is wondering how the above prediction
will be actualised in a setting marred by an identity crisis. For Bediako, a well -defined identity that is not
imposed on a people is mandatory for the future of theology. Such an identity crisis is potentially
responsible foranegativemind-seton culture. A Christianity that thrives on destroying cultural fabrics will
produce a weak and incomplete theology.

Katongole(2011),on hisside, seesthisproblem of awrong mind-seton culture and otherrelated aspects,
especially among Africans, as rooted in what he calls ‘a wrong formative narrative’. Katongole
recommends, "A different story from the existing formative storyisneeded, one thatassumesthe sacred
value and dignity of Africaand Africans”.In other words, Katongole and Bediako agree that Africa and
Africans are unequipped for the theological task. For Africans to undertake a constructive and
transformative theological endeavour, a different mindset must first be established. Thissame argument
applies to a theology of culture.

Traditionally, the talk of God'srevelation hasbeenthereserve of academia. Thus, academia, the custodians
of theologicalenterprise, hasended up doing the prescriptive role of what God's revelation should entail
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and setting the parametersupon whichitshouldbe viewed. Generally, they closed the chapter of any new
possibilities of God's revelatory avenues in the minds of many. This, in a way, rendered lay people
(Christians) and those with little education to be disinterested in taking any key interest in revelatory
possibilitiesaroundtheirvicinity orwithintheirday-to-day contexts.In a way, the revelation consciousness
in us has since been suppressed. However, Johnstone (2014) observes, “There is a growing discontent in
how the church has traditionally talked about God's self-revelation outside the church.” Such discontent
has become the genesis of new openings and insights into new revelatory possibilities. Johnstone's
suggestion of ‘wearing a new set of spectacles’ in looking at God's revelation is inviting theologians to a
newtask. It is time thattheologians considerwearing the spectacles of modern culture to see if they offer
any possibilities of God's revelatory avenues or pointers.

Theology of culture will be doomed if it does not start with the inevitable premise of God's wider
revelation, atruth anchored in God'sinspired Word. That God hasbeen andis constantly revealing Himself
to humanityin avariety of ways and through many avenues. Paul capturesthisrealityin hisepistle to the
Romanswhen hesays, “Forsince the creation of the world God'sinvisible qualities- hiseternal powerand
divine nature — have been seen clearly, being understood from what is made, so that men are without
excuse” (Romans 1: 20). Revelation can neither be a one-time event or a closed-up episode nor for the
privileged class. According to this scripture, God is constantly making Himself known through
inexhaustible andunlimited avenues.Ripken (2014) states that ‘God always takes the initiative. He is always
seeking ways to reveal Himself in the darkest corners of the earth.'In its nature, revelation is an ongoing
process. However dynamic and divergent, culture should be included in this unlimited avenue of God's
revelatory possibilities. Yet, just like the older culture, modern culture has suffered from serious
condemnation and has continued to be treated with suspicion in various theological conversations.

Bediako seesthis new revelatory possibilityashaving been shuttered in the course of Western valuesfor
Christianity, especially in the African context. In talking about the Western value setting for Christianity,
Bediako notes that “It was having a distorting effect on indigenous developments in Christian thought”
(Bediako, 1995, p. 110). This Western value setting of Christianity meant that certain things were set and
determined, such asdoctrinal positionsandtheological methodologies. African theologians were left with
no option but to start from the ‘already’. Their hands were tied. This resulted in propagating an already
restricted and closed theology. Theology of culture in the modern African setting has to begin with
untyingthe Africantheologians’alreadytied handsin termsof ‘alternative perceptional possibilities’. This
can be done by utilising the ‘immanent frame approach’ (Dyrness, 2015).

In culture liesa potentialwealth of revelatory possibilities. Johnstone (2014) concludes, “Itis not sufficient
to close the chapter on new revelatory possibilities. It is important to glimpse new possibilities from
scripture, Church traditionsandlife in seeking to constructa relevanttheology.” Thisis the attitude that we
need to have as we develop a theology of culture. He further makes it clear, “The witness of our culture
cannot be ignored in seeking to understand God.” Ripken (2014) echoes this when he says, “It turns out
that there is no place where God is not working. In every place, God is already calling people to Himself:
(Ripken, 2014, p. 139).
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3.0 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

God hasmade the possibility for people to know Him.He has putin placeunlimited pointers of Hisdivine
presence in the entire universe. The psalmist captures this truth in Psalm 19: 2 — 3, saying, “There is no
language orspeech wheretheirvoiceisnotheard. Theirvoice goesoutworldwide, theirwords to the ends
of the universe."However, manyare timesthatwe fail to discern God's presence and manifestations even
when it seems obvious. As a result, we miss out on God in our day-to-day settings. Several explanations
can be attributed to such a failure to discern God's revelatory moments. Among them is the preoccupation
with Scripture and Jesus Christ as the sole God's revelatory possibility leading us to take for granted
creation and cultural avenues that are readily available to us. This should not be considered to mean an
attemptto undermine the centrality of scripture and Jesus Christin knowing God.Rather, itis a calling to
carefullyand constructivelylookbeyond these two sources of God'srevelation to enrich our view of God's
self-disclosure.Asearlierdescribed, cultureinvolves changingcommunal practicesandassumptions. The
concern at this point is with the cultural practices.

Cultural Wisdom

One of the key cultural premises within the African context that is instrumental for our theological
endeavour is cultural wisdom. This is evident in what is called ‘reflexive ability'. It entails the ability to
imagineandworktowardsa future thatdoesnotexist.In sodoing, itreflectsthe way creationisintended
to work.However, thisis notasevidentasit sounds, especiallyin the African context. Hence, concernsare
raised regarding how to operationalise the reflexive ability within the African setting. This is because a
greatdeal of distortion in terms ofimaginationhappened in the name of the slave trade, colonialismand
missionary enterprise, among others. Jennings (2010) opined on the degree of various distortions that
occurred during the stated historical occurrencesandthe processesthereinaswell as theirimplications for
the Christian life and practice. For instance, Jennings reflecting on the issue of distortion, notes, ‘The
deepest theological distortion taking place is that the earth, the ground, spaces and places are being
removed asliving organisers of identity and asfacilitators of identity.’ Jennings’ argument can be stretched
further to show thatitis not only that identity markers were destroyed but that potential platforms for
displaying cultural wisdomwere, in turn, destroyed. This gets closerto Bediako’s concern overthe identity
crisis confronting Africa and Africans at large.

Bediako (1995) hasargued that Theissue ofidentity liesatthe heart of the process by whichthe Christian
theological enterpriseisactually carried forward’ (Bediako, 1995, p.256). Bediako says identity concems lay
at the base of all attempts of theological enterprise in Africa. Bediako develops this identity problem
argument by interacting with some leading voices in the African theological scholarship, such as Idowu,
Mbiti and Sanneh, among others.

Katongole (2011) gives hope when he proposes that Africa needs to go back to the story of ‘in the
beginning’.In otherwords, heisadvocating forare-telling of the Africanstory. Forhim, hopeisnotgone.
Butadifferentstoryisneededtoignite hope.Katongole says, 'the commitmentis firstand foremost about
a return and rediscovery of the story of God's creation, and to stand within that story to receive the fresh
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giftsof visionsand dreams of a new future: Africa. From this standpoint of the story of ‘in the beginning,,
we begin to appreciate our cultural setting and premises.

To discover the cultural wisdom available in each setting, one must go to the people and use the tool of
ethnography.In otherwords, cultural wisdomisnotdiscovered inliterature or seminary forums but using
an ethnographic approach. Dyrness said, ‘Ethnographic research becomes important because to
understand a culture, we need a new way of looking at it and find out why people do certain things in a
particularway’. Cultural wisdomcan be discovered throughlistening, observing and participating with the
people in theirinformal and formal settings. Bediako summarises this issue of cultural wisdom very well
when he says, ‘Can a system of life bywhich a race haslived through many centuries be entirely worthless?
Must it not contain elements of divine education and guidance that should not be destroyed but be
brought to full evolution? May it not be preparatory stage of fuller life?’ (Bediako, 1995, p. 202). This is
where observing, listening and participating with the people is instrumental for discovering a lot of
wisdom that is not documented or taught but is obvious in the day-to-day operations of the people. A
wealth of revelation possibilities is embedded within our culture yet to be discovered and utilised. This
explains why a theology of culture is an important arm of the theological enterprise.

Cultural Scripts

While itis true that Africa has and continues to grapple with non-writing culture for decades, it is to be
understood that this did not and does not mean a complete absence of African cultural scripts. On the
contrary, the African context is endowed with a wealth of scripts full of important divine revelatory hints
and possibilities. These scripts may not be found in Academiclibraries or institutions. However, they are
readily available in varying forms within our day-to-day contexts. Katongole warns that, as Africans, we
should avoid framing our lives within te/osof nothing good here’ (Katongole, 2011). There isa need to
look deeper than what is or what has been superficially seen as written scripts.

Scripture invitesusto non-written scriptsforlessonsin our Christian living. God hasdeposited important
guidesforeffective Christianliving in our cultural symbolsandactivities. Forinstance, Proverbs6:6 — 11 is
an invitation to go to the ants, observe and learn from them. The ants and their activity become a lived
script. Further, in the Old Testament, we read of Prophet Jeremiah being invited by God to a cultural
activity of histime in Jeremiah 18: 1 — 4. Jeremiah was to observe and learn from a cultural activity of
pottery. The mostimportant thingwas that Jeremiah would learn about God and his activity. In other
words, this cultural activity had a divine revelatory possibility. The cultural activity acted as a script upon
which Jeremiah was to read and learn about God. There was within this cultural activity a revelatory
possibility. Unfortunately, we seem to have a theological formation that has led us to overlook cultural
activities and symbols as important scripts that God can use to point us to himself. Who could be
responsible for such oversight? How can we regain this insight? This remains a task that African
theologians have got to address.

Songs and Proverbs
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Mbiti (1969) underscoresthe centrality of African proverbsin theologywhenhe says, It isin proverbs that
we find theremainsof the oldest forms of Africanreligiousand philosophicalwisdom’ (Mbiti, 1969, 67). He
further adds that 'Proverbs are common ways of expressing religious ideas and feelings'. Despite the
impactof modernisationandotherrecentforcesuponAfrica, itisfactual that proverbsare still strong and
commonly used in the most African setting. In this case, as Mbiti alludes, it is necessary that theologians
take thisavenue of God'srevelatory possibility seriously.In the same breath, songs express people’s belief
in God. Within many African songs are traces of certain attributes of God. Mbiti is right when he talks
aboutreligioussongsand observesthat ‘thisisanotherrich area where one expectsto find repositories of
traditional beliefs, ideas, wisdom, and feelings'. A theologian of culture will need to listen, analyse and
discern some of the echoes of the variousviews on God from Africanreligious songs. Though some of the
constructions may not be theologically accurate or correct, there is a need to discern the theological
echoes therein patiently.

For instance, Tanzanian gospel songs, especially those sung by the Church choirs of different
denominations, have been locally composedin Kiswahili. Supposeanyone wants to discover, forinstance,
the Tanzanian Christian theology of spirits, demonsandevil forcesand theiractivities.In that case, most of
their contemporary gospel andindigenous songs tell it all. This trend is increasingly becoming the same
for Kenyan gospel music, especially those sung by the church choirs. So while I concur with Mbiti that
‘African people are very fond of singing’, there is a need to listen and discern carefully the theology
expressed therein.

Alot of whatis called ‘secular music’ within the African setting is equally full of revelatory possibilities,
especiallywhen non-Christiancomposersorsingersexpresstheirappreciationand viewsregarding God,
humanity and so forth. What is required is the need to shelf our quick judgmental attitude to allow us to
listen and discern. Traditionally, a lot of lessonsforlife, guidance and counselling were done in the form of
songs. Other approaches comprised of proverbs and storytelling. All these acted as forms of
communication loaded with divine truths. It will be necessary for African theologians to consider this
resource in their theological deliberations.

Poetic Practices

Poetic practices have to do with things people love doing to enjoy and fill in gaps in their day-to-day
activities. Thisis one area that African theologians have not taken serious cognisance of, and hence very
little writing on the same. But the factthat theologianshave nottaken cognisance of it does not mean that
African people do not practice these poetics. These day-to-day poetics are not activities in a curriculum
formbutratherspontaneous. Peoplejust come up with them repeatedlyand keep doingthemaslong as
they bring some form of fulfilment and enjoyment. They include many kinds of symbolic objects and
practices. Dryness (2010) observes that ‘these are objects that embody the desires and dreams around
which people orient their lives!

Africans,whetherold oryoung, are full of poetic practicesdepending on the context. However, there has
neverbeen anyseriousmove towardsdiscerning the presence of God in these practices. This could be due
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to the prevailing theological notionsthatdo notsee poeticsas a potential arenaforlearning about God.
As we raise questions regarding why people are drawn into these practices, we are likely to engage in a
theological conversation. The issue of the creativity of the people coming up with unique activities that
have not been there before and that gives them enjoyment isin itself a key indicator of Divine influence
working behind the activities.

4.0 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION

Conclusion: God is constantly at workin all generations. This is evidentin the varying arenas. Cultureis
one of thisinevitable arena. Dryness (2010) rightly says, ‘Culture is the sphere in which God is at work’. If
we stick onlyto the conventional theological approach andnotionsthatwere in manywaysnotinclusive,
we may lose an opportunity to learn and discover God. This is why a theology of Culture is important
because it adds a new arena or platform upon which God'’s revelatory possibility is evident.
Recommendation: The study recommends that theologians of different contexts need to embark on a
serioustheological conversation with culture. A thorough culturalexegesisisrequired forthe purpose of
doing a sound biblical theology of culture.In addition, we need to open our spectrum of learning about
God in an African context.
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