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Understanding African Theology
in the 20th century

Kwame Bediako

Dr Kwame Bediako, one of our International Editors, is Director of the
Akrofi-Christaller Centre for Mission Research and Applied Theology,
Akropong, Ghana, and Lecturer in African Theology at the Centre for
the Study of Christianity in the Non-Western World, New College,
Edinburgh.

African Christian thought in the post-missionary era:
liberation and integration

It has become well known that two distinct trends have
emerged in African Christian thought in the post-independent
and post-missionary era, from the late 1950s to the late 1980s.
One has been the theological dimension to the struggle for the
social and political transformation of the conditions of inequal-
i& and oppression in South Africa. This is what produced Black

eology, a theology of liberation in the African setting, in
response to the particular circumstances of southern Africa. The
other has been the theological exploration into the indigenous
cultures of African peoples, with particular stress on their pre-
Christian (and also pre-Islamic) religious traditions. This trend
has been more closely associated with the rest of tropical Africa,
where political independence seemed to have taken away a
direct regular experience of the kind of socio-political pressures
which produced Black Theology in South Africa. In this second
trend, the broad aim has been to achieve some integration
between the African pre-Christian religious experience and
African Christian commitment in ways that would ensure the
integrity of African Christian identity and selfhood.

This article will focus on the second of these “trends’, which
is what is generally meant by the designation ‘African
Theology’. It needs to be pointed out, though, that the two are
by no means to be regarded as mutually exclusive. Rather, they
may be described as “a series of concentric circles of which Black
Theology is the inner and smaller circle’.! Nonetheless it will be
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more helpful to make “Black Theology’ the subject of a separate
discussion.

An early shared concern: the African religious past as
a prime theological issue

The predominant concern with the pre-Christian religious tradi-
tions of Africa in the early literature of African Theology has
been characterized, sometimes, as an unhealthy, inward-
looking preoccupation with an imagined African past. No less
an interpreter of African Christianity than Adrian Hastings has
made this criticism, and is to be taken seriously; he saw greater
possibilities in the more politically-attuned theologia crucis of
Black Theology.* At the same time, African non-Christian critics
have vehemently rejected what they have regarded as African
Theology’s attempt to ’christianize’, and hence to distort,
African tradition. For them, the effort to seek an integration of
the pre-Christian religious tradition and African Christian ex-
perience is misplaced and unwarranted, being the search for the
reconciliation of essentially and intrinsically antithetical
entities.?

However, it is significant that it is a practitioner of Black
Theology who has made one of the most positive evaluations of
African Theology, and of its achievements.! Desmond Tutu’s
observations at the Jos Conference on Christianity in Indepen-
dent Africa are worth citing at some length:

African theologians have set about demonstrating that the
African religious experience and heritage were not illusory, and
that they should have formed the vehicle for conveying the
Gospel verities to Africa. . . . It was vital for the African’s self-
respect that this kind of rehabilitation of his religious heritage
should take place. It is the theological counterpart of what has
happened in, say, the study of African history. It has helped to



give the lie to the supercilious but tacit assumption that religion
and history in Africa date from the advent in that continent of
the white man. It is reassuring to know that we have had a
genuine knowledge of God and that we have had our own ways
of communicating with deity, ways which meant that we were
able to speak authentically as ourselves and as pale imitators of
others. It means that we have a great store from which we can
fashion new ways of speaking to and about God, and new styles
of worship consistent with our new faith.®

Whereas Archbishop Tutu’s observations are a strong affirma-
tion that the effort made in African Theology to ‘rehabilitate
Africa’s rich cultural heritage and religious consciousness’ has
been valid, it still remains important to appreciate why this
effort has been made as a self-consciously theological endeavour,
and in a specifically Christian interest.

Writing on the early developments in African Theology in
his African Christianity — An essay in interpretation, Adrian
Hastings drew attention to the fact that ‘the chief non-Biblical
reality with which the African theologian must struggle is the
non-Christian religious tradition of his own peogle’, and that
African Theology early became ‘something of a dialogue
between the African scholar and the perennial religions and
spiritualities of Africa’.*For Hastings this was frustrating, since
it meant that ‘areas of traditional istian doctrine which are
not reflected in the African past disappear or are marginalised’.”
He was particularly concerned about the absence of serious dis-
cussion on Christology.®

It is not hard to see what had happened: the same religious
traditions — the primal religions of Africa ~ which were
generally deemed unworthy of serious theological considera-
tion in missionary times, now occupied ‘the very centre of the
academic stage” in African theological reflection. It is worth
recalling at this point that in 1910, the World Missionary Con-
ference held in Edinburgh, operating under the prevailing
European value-setting for the Christian faith, had concluded
that Africa’s primal religions ‘contained no alpreparation for
Christianity’.” Accordingly, it becomes crucial to understand
this heightened theological interest in the primal religions of
Africa if we are to interpret correctly the pioneer writers of
African Theology, to give due recognition to their achievement
and to discern accurately the trends and directions which they
set.

African Theology and the shaping of a method -
theology as the hermeneutic of identity

To the extent that African Theology’s effort at ‘rehabilitating
Africa’s cultural heritage and religious consciousness” has been
pursued as self-consciously Christian and theological, it may be
said to have been an endeavour at demonstrating the true
character of African Christian identity. For looked at from the
standpoint of the context of the writers themselves, the primal
religions of Africa belong, strictly, to the African religious past.
However, this is not so much a chronological past as an ‘onto-
logical’ past. The point of the theological importance of such an
ontological past consists in the fact that it belongs together with
the profession of the Christian faith in giving account of the
same entity, namely the history of the religious consciousness of
the African Christian. It is in this sense that the theological
concern with the African pre-Christian religious heritage
becomes an effort aimed at clarifying the nature and meaning of
African Christian identity. Involved in such an effort is the quest
for what Kenneth Cragg describes as ‘integrity in conversion, a
unity of self in which one’s past is genuinely integrated into
present commitment, so that the crisis of repentance and faith
that makes us Christian truly integrates what we have been in
what we become’.” It is the same notion which E.-W. Fasholé-
Luke had in mind in his statement that "the quest for African
Christian theologies . . . amounts to attempting to make clear the
fact that conversion to Christianity must be coupled with
cultural continuity’.”

From the perspective of African Christian identity,
therefore, the missionary presumption of the European value-
setting for the Christian faith, which led to the exclusion of any
‘preparation for Christianity’ in African primal religions, could
only produce the problematik of what John Mbiti meant when he

wrote of the post-missionary church in Africa as a ‘Church
without theology and without theological consciousness’.” This
could only result from not allowing, in the first place, for the
existence of a pre-Christian memory in African Christian con-
sciousness. For theological consciousness presupposes religious
tradition, and tradition requires memory, and memory is
integral to identity: without memory we have no past, and if we
have no past, then we lose our identity. Andrew F. Walls, com-
menting on the literature of African Theology, rightly, in my
view, identified what lay at the heart of the theological investi-
gation of the religious past:

No question is more clamant than the African Christian identity
crisis. It is not simply an intellectual quest. The massive shift in
the centre of gravity of the Christian world which has taken
place cannot be separated from the cultural impact of the West
in imperial days. Now the Empires are dead and the Western
value-setting of the Christian faith largely rejected. Where does
this leave the African Christian? Who is he? What is his past? A
past is vital for all of us - without it, like the amnesiac man, we
cannot know who we are. The prime African theological quest at
present is this: what is the past of the African Christian? Whatis
the relationship between Africa’s old religions and her new
one?™*

Perhaps it is not surprising, therefore, that ‘the central theme of
this literature” became ’the nature of the traditional religion of
Africa and its relationship of continuity rather than discontinu-
ity with Christian beliet’.® Whereas this theme of continuity
would be pursued with varying degrees of vigour by different
writers, nonetheless it could only become a common concern
because there existed a number of equally common factors
which in turn helped to shape African Theology itself. These
factors included: the need to make some response to the sense of
a theological problematik in African Christianity 'Eroduced by the
widespread and much-publicized perception that the Western
value-setting for the Christian faith in the missionary era had
entailed also a far-reaching under-estimation of the African
knowledge and sense of God; the unavoidable element of
Africa’s continuing primal religions, not as the remnants of an
outworn ‘primitive mentality’, but, in terms of their world-
view, as living realities in the experience of vast numbers of
African Christians in all the churches, and not only in the so-
called Independent churches; and the intellectual struggle for,
and ‘feeling after’, a theological method in a field of enquiry
which had %u'therto been charted largely by Western anthropo-
logical scholarship, and in terminology relating to Africa which
would often be ‘unacceptable’ to icans. Terms like "fetish’,
‘animist’, ‘polytheistic’, “primitive’, ‘uncivilized” and ‘lower’ -
these were the Western intellectual categories devised to
describe and interpret African religious tradition; each of these,
African Theology would reject. In this respect, it is significant
how virtually all the pioneer writers of this formative period of
African Theology, though trained in theology on Western
models, in their actual academic and intellectual careers in
Africa became engaged in areas of study and writing for which
no Western theological syllabus had prepared them, being
‘forced to study and lecture on African Traditional Religion, . ..
and each one writing on it"."*

It is extraordinary, therefore, that the practitioners of
African Theology in fact took on the challenge of re-interpreting
African primal religions, approaching the subject ‘not as histori-
ans of religion do, nor as anthropologists do, but as Christian
theologians’, " and arriving at some startling conclusions. Thus
when African theologians came to describe African primal
religions, using terms like ‘monotheism’ or ‘diffused monothe-
ism’, as Bolaji Idowu did with regard to Yoruba religion;"® or
when John Mbiti, reversing the verdict of the Edinburgh World
Missionary Conference, calls African pre-missionary religious
experience a praeparatio evangelica,” these writers are simply to
be understood as drawing on their sense of belonging within
Christian tradition and using categories which to them describe
their understanding of their pre-Christian heritage when related
to their Christian commitment. The failure in some of the criti-
cisms expressed of African Theology may be related to the mis-
conception about what the tasks of these African Christian
writers ought to be. When John Mbiti’s Concepts of God in Africa
is objected to for its ‘primary theological purpose’, in that it ‘is
attempting to lay the basis for a distinctively African theology
by blending the African past with the Judeo-Christian
tradition’;* or when his book on The Prayers of African Religion is
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judged to be ‘unsatisfactory’ because ‘it tends to blur the dis-
tinctiveness of African spirituality by seeking a praeparatio evan-
gelica rather than the integrity of the cult-group’* such criti-
cisms also have the effect of obscuring the contributions which
these African theologians could be making towards the under-
standing of what is, after all, their own religious heritage, which
is, indeed, a proper task of theology. In both of these instances,
the critics, in my view, have rightly interpreted the intention of
the African theologian; it just happens that they do not approve
of what they find. And yet, if it is the case that an underlying
motivation of the quest for an African Christian Theology in the
first place was an endeavour 'to draw together the various and
disparate sources which make up the total religious experience
of Christians in Africa into a coherent and meaningful pattern’,”
then African Theology is more accurately judged by its own
’primary theological purpose’ than by any extraneous criteria.

Once it is granted that African Theology’s investigations
into African primal religions are qualitatively different from the
observations of anthropologists, then it becomes possible also to
appreciate how, by its fundamental motivation, African
Theology, in fact, may have been charting a new course in theo-
logical method. It is not that this course has no parallel in the
totality of Christian scholarship, for the categories were being
derived from Christian tradition, as much as from African ex-
perience and realm of ideas. Rather, this new theological
approach had no counterpart generally in the more recent
Western theological thought forged within the context of the
notion of Christendom. At the heart of the new theological
method would be the issue of identity, which would itself be
perceived as a theological category, and which therefore
entailed confronting constantly the question as to how and how
far the ‘old’ and the 'mew’ in African religious consciousness
could become integrated into a unified vision of what it meant
to be African and Christian. The issue of identity in turn forced
the theologian to become the locus of this struggle for integra-
tion through a dialogue which, if it was to be authentic, was
bound to become personal and so infinitely more intense. A far
cry from ‘the clinical observations of the sort one might make
about Babylonian religion’, the African Christian theologian is
quite often ‘handling dynamite, his own past, his people’s
present’.” Hence the development of theological concern and
the formulation of theological questions became linked as the
unavoidable by-product of this process of Christian self-defini-
tion. Here, in fact, is the clue to Adrian Hastings’ apt observa-
tion about African Theology becoming early ‘something of a
dialogue between the African Christian scholar and the
perennial religions and spiritualities of Africa’, but also the
answer to his complaint that ‘areas of traditional Christian
doctrine which are not reflected in the African past disappear or
are marginalised’.

A range of responses: indigenisers, biblicists and
translators

Against this background of a common concern there emerged,
nevertheless, divergences and differences, some of which were
considerable.

While the theme of continuity was manifestly central, the
terms in which the argument for it was pursued differed among
its protagonists. The pace-setter in the argument for a radical
continuity was, quite clearly, Bolaji Idowu. Curiously, the
argument, founded on the continuity and the unity of God,*
was coupled with an equally strong case made for a ‘radical
indigenisation of the Church’/® on the grounds that the church
in Africa, as a result of its peculiar historical connection with
Western cultural dominance, was failing to develop its own
theology, churchmanship, liturgy, or even discipline. In order to
remedy this ‘predicament’ of dependence * the African church
needed to build its bridges to the ‘revelation” given to Africans
in their pre-Christian and pre-missionary religious traditions of
the past.” Ostensibly intended to connect the “old’ and the 'new’
in African religious experience, the fundamental postulate of
the ‘foreignness of Christianity’ which underlies this position
tended to lead it towards a minimalist reading of the newness of
Christianity in Africa at the specific level of religious apprehen-
sion. Accordingly, African Cll"l).ristian experience emerged as not
much more than a refinement of the experience of the ‘old’
religion,® and the vindication and the affi tion of African
selfhood, which, at the start, had been conceived as the task of
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the church, later came to be entrusted to the revitalization of the
‘old’ religions, with their ‘God-given heritage of indigenous
spiritual and cultural treasures’.® The kind of perspective which
Idowu exemplified found an echo in later writers, such as
Gabriel Setiloane® Samuel Kibicho® and Christian Gaba™
among others.

A less radical form of the same concern with continuity was
exemplified in the work done by another 'pace-setter’ and vin-
dicator of the claims of a specific African religious conscious-
ness, especially among the francophone, and predominantly
Roman Catholic theologians, the Zairian scholar Mulago, and in
the ’school’ of thought which grew from his researches at the
Centre d’Etudes des Religions Africaines in Kinshasa.® While he
retained a firm conviction regarding the relevance of the
Christian message for Africa, Mulago msisted nonetheless that
the process of forging the new integration ‘cannot be solid and
viable except as it remains faithful to ancestral traditions and as
it manages to be judicious in its contact with the civilisations of
other peoples and with the revealed religion’.*

In its more radical forms, this perspective, with its funda-
menta] postulate of the foreignness of the Christianity that had

been transmitted in Africa, as well as its minimalist view of the -

newness of the Christian faith in relation to African religious
tradition, was always in danger of leading specifically Christian
reflection into an impasse. In other words, if the Christian
gospel brought little that was essentially new to Africa in
religious terms, then in what lay the value and the rationale of
the quest for a specifically C}}:ristian theological thought in
Africa? The writings of Bolaji Idowu represent, in my view, an
acute form of this dilemma.

At the other extreme of the spectrum was the radical dis-
continuity stoutly championed by Byang Kato, representing the
thought of those Christian churches and groups linked with the
’Association of Evangelicals of Africa’ (formerly also ‘of Mada-
gascar’), and who trace their spiritual heritage, in the main, to
the missionary work of Western Faith Missions in Africa. Basing
himself on a radical biblicism, Kato stressed the distinctiveness
of the experience of the Christian gospel to such an extent that
he rejected the CFositive evaluation of any pre-Christian religious
tradition as a distraction from the necessary ‘emphasis on Bible
truth’.* Kato’s insistence on the centrality of the Bible for the
theological enterprise in Africa must be reckoned a most
important contribution to African Christian thought. On the
other hand, his outright rejection of the understanding of
theology as a synthesis of ‘old” and ‘new’ in a quest for a unified
framework for dealing with culturally-rooted questions meant
that Kato’s particular perspective could not provide a sufficient
foundation for a tradition of creative theological engagement of
the sort that the African context seemed to be requiring. Before
long, other evangelicals, without denying their commitment to
the centrality of the Bible for the theological enterprise, were
aJIeadry seeking more positive ways whereby the Christian
gospel might encounter African tradition.”

However, the largest portion of the literature of African
Theology has been in the middle ground between the two
radical positions. In other words, as well as a widespread
consensus that there does exist an African pre-Christian
religious heritage to be taken seriously, there has been also the
realization that it is important to recognize the integrity of
African Christian experience as a religious reality in its own
right. The view here is that Christianity, as a religious faith, is
not intrinsically foreign to Africa. On the contrary, it has deep
roots in the long histories of the peoples of the continent, whilst
it has proved to be capable 0}) apprehension by Africans in
African terms, as is demonstrated by the vast, massive and
diverse presence of the faith in African life. In other words, the
eternal gospel has already found a local home within the
African response to it, demonstrating that Christ had effectively
become the integrating reality and power linking the ‘old” and
the ‘new’ in the African experience. This perspective, therefore,
seemed to offer the most hopeful signs for the development of a
sustainable tradition of an African Christian thought into the
future, having fimnly taken on board the critical notion that the
Christian faith is capable of ‘translation’ into African terms
without injury to its essential content. Consequently, the task of
African Theology came to consist, not in ‘indigenizing’
Christianity, or theology as such, but rather, in letting the
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Christian gospel encounter, as well as be shaﬁed by, the African
experience; and this task could proceed without anxiety about
its possibility, but also without apology to Western traditions of
Christianity, since the Western traditions did not enshrine
universal norms. The overall goal of African Theology then, was
to seek to show that there were genuinely and specifically
African contributions - derived from the twin heritage of
African Christianity, namely, the African primal tradition and
the African experience of the Christian gospel - to be made to
the theology of the universal church. Some of the best-known
exemplars of this perspective became Harry Sawyerr,” John
Mbiti* and Kwesi Dickson® among others.

The 1990s and beyond - into new directions

It will probably be helpful to consider the 1980s as a period of
transition, as a number of the earlier writers appeared to bring
their major work to a close (some, such as Idowu, seemed to
have begun to do so even in the 1970s), and a new generation
was emerging to continue from where the previous one had left
off. While the broad concerns of the relationship of the primal
religions to Christianity still retained some interest, all the indi-
cations were that a watershed had been passed, and that the
fortunes of African Christianity had ceased to be beholden to
Western assessments and interpretations of Africa. Not what
Western missionaries did or said (or failed to do or say), but
what African Christians would do with their Christian faith and
commitment was now seen to provide the determining factors
in the development of Christian thought in Africa.*

Furthermore, an indication that the early concentration on
the theological meaning of the (pre—Christian primal heritage
had been appropriate was the fact that a later generation of
African theologians, while exploring other themes, were able to
do so by taking off from genuinely African categories. This was
most markedly so in relation to christological discussion, which
had been rather conspicuously minimal or absent in earlier
writings. It was interesting, however, that much of the ‘new’
concern with christological explorations began around cate-
gories such as Christ as Healer, as Master of Initiation and as
Ancestor — all of which were derived directly from the appre-
hension of reality and of the transcendent as experienced within
the world-views of African primal religions.”> Apart from Chris-
tology, the 'new’ African Theology was also engaging seriously
with subjects such as African Christian theological discourse
and methodology,” soteriology and conversion,” as well as the
broad sweep of the history of Christian expansion and
diffusion* and historical theology, in which issues in con-
temporary African Christianity were being related to the
Christian tradition as a whole.* It seemed as though the
growing realization that Africa, in the late 20th century, had
become one of the heartlands of the Christian faith itselt,* had
substantially registered in African scholarship. In 1983, in an
innovative investigation of West African Christian history,
Lamin Sanneh felt able to conclude:

No one can miss the vitality of the [Christian] religion in much

of the continent . . . African Christianity may well have entered

upon a universal vocation in the onward march of the people of

God in history, a destiny comparable to that of Gentile

Christianity in the early Christian centuries.”
It is no mean achievement, then, that African Theology, by the
sort of agenda that it set for itself from the start, as we]?y by the
method it evolved, managed to overturn virtually every
negative verdict passed on African tradition by the ethnocen-
trism of the Western missionary enterprise; and it is a mark of
that achievement that African Theology has succeeded by and
large in providing an African re-interpretation of African pre-
Christian religious tradition in ways which have ensured that
the pursuit of a creative, constructive and perhaps also a self-
critical, theological enterprise in Africa is not only viable, but in
fact distinctly possible, as a variant of the universal and contin-
uing encounter of the Christian faith with the realities of human
societies and their histories.

African Theology - a feeling after new languages?

The era of African theological literature as reaction to Western
misrepresentation is past. What lies ahead is a critical theologi-

cal construction which will relate more fully the widespread
African confidence in the Christian faith to the actual and
ongoing Christian responses to the life-experiences of Africans.
Here, academic theological discourse will need to connect with
the less academic but fundamental reality of the “implicit’ and
predominantly oral theologies found at the grassroots of many,
if not all, African Christian communities,® where, in the words
of John Mbiti, ‘much of the theological activity in Christian
Africa today is being done as oral theology, from the living
experiences of Christians . . . theology in the open from the
pul(fit, in the market-place, in the home as people pray or read
and discuss the Scriptures. . . " This process may well validate
Adrian Hastings’ early observation that ‘It is in vernacular
praKer, both public and private, both formal and informal, and
in the spirituality which grows up from such experience that the
true roots of an authentic African Christianity will most surely
be found.”

In this regard, it may even be suggested that it is in modern
Africa where Christianity’s essential character as an “infinitely
culturally translatable’ faith* has been most notably demon-
strated in more recent Christian history. For unlike, say, in
Islam, where the word of Allah is fully heard only through the
medium of Arabic, in Christianity the perception of the word of
God is achieved in our own mother-tongues (Acts 2:11). This
recognition and its impact on missionary action had the effect of
loosening the grip of any "Western possessiveness’ of the faith
that there may have been in the process of its transmission.”
Whenever Western missionaries or a missionary society made
the Scriptures available to an African people in that people’s
own language, they weakened, by the same token, whatever
Western bias might have characterized their presentation and
prescription of the gospel. African Christians, with access to the
Bible in their mother-tongues, could truly claim that they were
hearing God speak to them in their own language. It amounts to
the awareness that God speaks our language too.

In Africa, the continent of language and languages, the sig-
nificance of this has been far-reaching. For, as Lamin Sanneh has
graphically put it, the import of Scripture translation and its
priority in missionary work is an indication that ‘God was not
disdainful of Africans as to be incommunicable in their
languages’.® This, Sanneh goes on, not only ‘imbued African
cultures with eternal significance and endowed African
languages with a transcendent range’; it also "presumed that the
God of the Bible had preceded the missionary into the receptor-
culture’. As, through the very process of Scipture translation,
‘the central categories of Christian theology — God, Jesus Christ,
creation, history — were transposed into their local equivalents,
suggesting that Christianity had been adequately anticipated’,
they created, in indigenous languages, resonances far beyond
what the missionary transmission conceived.

Through these local equivalents, Jesus Christ the Lord had
shouldered his way into the African religious world, and could
be discovered there through faith by all those who “approach
the spiritual world with requests for guidance and help in diffi-
culties’, even where these requests are ‘formulated in traditional
terms’.* This process is entirely consistent with what is reported
to have taken place in New Testament times, as in Acts 14:15-18.
For the centrality of Scripture translation points to the signifi-
cance of African pre-Christian religious cultures as a valid
carriage not only for the divine revelation, but also for
providing the medium of Christian apprehension. Indeed, the
possession of the Christian Scriptures in African languages,
which could probably be regarded as the single most important
element of the Western missionary legacy in Africa® — in some
cases, the Scriptures becoming the foundation for a new literary
culture which did not exist previously* — ensured that there did
take place an effectual rooting of the Christian faith in African
consciousness. This, in turn, ensured also that a deep and
authentic dialogue would ensue between the gospel and
African tradition, authentic in so far as it would take place, not
in the terms of a foreign language or of an alien culture, but in
the categories of local languages, idioms and world-views.

At this point, one may well express a concern as to wh
African Christian theologians have not followed the logic of the
translatability of their faith into a full-blown recourse to African
indigenous languages.” John Pobee showed awareness of the
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problem in his Toward an African —Tﬁgol(}y, Though written in
English, Pobee’s book nevertheless made ample use of Akan
wisdom-concepts and proverbial : sayings, and he felt it
necessary to remark: ‘Ideally, African theologies should be in
the vernacular. Language is more than syntax and mo;hphology;
it is the vehicle for assuming the weight of a culture. Therefore,
this attempt to construct an African theology in the English
language is the second best, even if jt is convenient if it should
secure as wide a circulation as-possible.”™ And perhaps it is to
the same problem that the Cameroonian theologian Engelbert
Mveng has attempted to respond, though somewhat polemi-
cally: ‘When the objection is made that this theology is not
written in native languages, we reply that it is ived In native
languages, in the villages and in the neighbourhoods, before
being translated into foreign languages by its own rightful heirs,
the African theologians.”® Mveng's observation is useful as a
pointer to the impact that a ‘translatable faith’, apprehended by
and large through the medium of mother-tongues, has had in
Africa. It arises from the realization that the emergence of a sig-
nificant African theological tradition in the 20th century, even if
it is articulated predominantly in ‘foreign languages’, is itself an
indication that the African Christian life there is a substratum of
vital Christian consciousness, and a sufficiently deep apprehen-
sion of Jesus Christ at the specific level of religious experience,
itself of a theological nature, which alone can be the real basis
for a viable activity of academic and literary theology. In that
sense, the translated Bible has provided in Africa an essential
ingredient for the ‘birth of theology’.®

The fact still remains that the seriousness with which
African Theology will treat African mother-tongues as a funda-
mental medium 1n its theological discourse may well become an
important test of the depth of the impact, not only of the Bible,
but also of the Christian faith itself, in African life, and so
determine the directions in which African Theology too will

grow.

African Theology - a relevance beyond Africa?

Since African Theology developed also as an African response
to Western views and interpretations of African pre-Christian
traditions, it may be worth exploring whether the African
Christian thought that has emerged may, in turmn, have some
relevance for the same process beyond Africa. The issue may
hold some special interest for the present task of theology also
in the West.

It is worth mentioning that when the Edinburgh Confer-
ence of 1910 concluded that the primal religions of Africa
contained no ‘preparation for the Gospel’, the realization that
the primal religions of the world have, in fact, provided the
religious background of the faith of the majority of Christians in
the 20 centuries of Christian history, including the Christians of
Europe, still lay in the future.® In this connection one may recall
Paul Bohannan’s observation that ’African culture shares more
of its traits, its history, its social organisation with Europe than
Asia shares with Europe, and certainly more than the North
American Indians’ share with Europe’.® In relation to our
present discussion, what is important is the fact that Europe
shares with Africa a pre-Christian primal religious heritage. But
it is in Africa (as in'somie other parts of the non-Western world)
that the significance of the primal religions in the history of
Christianity has been seen for what it is. In the case of Europe,
Christian mission on the basis of substitution appears to have
been pursued to such an extent that the primal traditions were
virtually completely wiped out.

What this — together with the fact that there was no
sustained interest in the use of indigenous European languages
and their pre-Christian world-views for Christian purposes -
has done to the total Western religious memory may probably
never be fully recovered. In the light of the European story, one
might be forgiven for thinking that the old primal religions of
Europe quickly became a spent force. Yet the fact that Christians
continued to name the days of the week after pre-Christian
deities, that pre-Christian elements and notions made their way
into the celebration of Christian festivals, and in several other
ways too, must be indicators that the old beliefs had not entirely
lost their hold upon people’s minds. It may well be that in
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Africa, the opportunity which was lost in Europe for a serious
and creative t%eological encounter between the Christian and
primat traditions can be regained. .

Curiously, the fact that African Theology at its formative
stage in the immedjate post-missionary era focused on the theo-
logical interpretation of the African pre-Christian religious
heritage may be the sign that such an encounter is possible; and
it could be argued that in the process, African Theology has
gained rather than lost. For, having been forced to do theology
mn the interface of their Christian faith and the perennial spiritu-
alities of the African-primal traditions of their own back-
grounds, as well as having to internalize that dialogue within
themselves, African theologjans have recaptured the character
of theology as Christian intellectual activity on the frontier with
the non-Christian world, and hence as essentially communica-
tive, evangelistic and missionary. It is this character of African
theology which Dutch theologian and missiologist, Johannes
Verkuyl, recognized when he wrote:

African theology does all the things which theology in general
does, but in African theology (as in Asian) all these other
functions are embraced in the missionary or communicative
function. It is not primarily an intra-ecclesiastical exercise, but a
discipline whose practitioners keep one question central: How
can we best do our theology so that the Gospel will touch
Africans most deeply?®

But, perhaps even more significant in this African effort has
been the underlying argument that space had to be made for a
positive pre-Cgristian religious memory in the African
Christian consciousness, on the basis that “religion informs the
African’s life in its totality’,* and that memory is integral to
identity; and without memory, none of us knows who we are.
As Dickson further explains, the theolo%ian who fails to
‘recognise the structures of religion as revealed by the historian
of religions . . . may not notice the absence of religion from his
theology. In the context of Africa, Christian theology must of
necessity take account of that understanding of religion which
bears the stamp of an authentic African contribution [that
means, the primal religions].” To the extent that the African
endeavour has achieved a measure of success, it may hold
promise for a modern Western theology which is now also
asking seriously how the Christian faith may be related, in a
missionary sense, to Westemn culture.*

1t is this relocation of African primal religions 'at the very
centre of the academic stage” which may prove a benediction to
Western Christian theology as it also seeks to be communica-
tive, evangelistic and missionary in its own context. For the
African vindication of the theological significance of African
primal religions, if it has validity, also goes to affirm that the
European primal heritage was not illusory, to be consigned to
oblivion as primitive darkness. The nature of the meeting of
Christianity with European primal religions may hold more sig-
nificance for understanding the modern West than it may have
been assumed. A serious Christian theological interest in the
European primal traditions and in the early forms of
Christianity which emerged from the encounter with those tra-
ditions could provide a fresh approach to understanding
Christian identity in the West too, as well as opening new possi-
bilities for Christian theological endeavour today. And the
primal world-view may turn out to be not so alien to the West
after all, even in a post-Enlightenment era.

For the signs of what appears to be a post-modernist rejection
of the Enlighterunent in the West, which can be seen partly in
the resurgence of the phenomenon of the occult as well as in the
various ‘quests’ for s‘:piritual experience and wholeness —even if
without explicit reference to God - all bear the marks of
elements of a primal world-view. These are sufficient indicators
that a primal world-view, suppressed rather than encountered,
redeemed and integrated, rises to haunt the future. In this con-
nection, the viability of a Christian consciousness which retains
its sense of the spiritual world of primal religions, as well as the
theological encounter between the primal world-view and
Christian faith that is evident in African Christianity, constitutes
an implicit challenge to the notion that humanity can be fully
defined in exclusively post-Enlightenment terms. -

It seems, then, that the world’s primal religions — in Europe
as in Africa and elsewhere - the religious traditions which have
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been most closely associated with the continuing Christian
presence historically in the world so far, may yet again point the
way into the Christian future, and specifically, the future of the
Christian theological enterprise.” If this expectation proves
right, the African contribution will have been an important one.
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