Siblings or Antagonists?
The Ethos of Biblical Scholarship from the North Atlantic and African Worlds

By Grant LeMarquand

In the latter half of the twentieth century a new situation has emerged in the history of biblical scholarship.
The existence of scholarly communities in Africa, Asia and Latin America has made possible a truly
international discussion. This paper will provide a brief overview to the ethos of biblical scholarship in both
the North Atlantic and African contexts and then examine a proposal of one African biblical scholar, Justin
Ukpong, whose advocacy of “Inculturation Hermeneutics” provides useful avenues of discussion between
scholars from differing contexts.

I. North Atlantic* Biblical scholarship

A characteristic common throughout the North Atlantic post-Enlightenment scholarly community, in all of
its various disciplines, has been the desire or attempt to learn, describe or study the truth or reality as we
experience it in a manner free from subjective bias. Such study was to be done in a way that one
independent observer could verify the findings or conclusions of another scholar based upon his or her
own observations. The reliability of a scholarly observation or conclusion was judged according to the
reproducibility of the findings or evidence upon which the scholarly conclusion was based. Thus
evidence-based, reproducible observations and assertions became the standard of North Atlantic
scholarship. This was most clearly seen in the empirical method of scientific research,? in which this
distancing from subjectivity was seen as a move towards gaining clear, objective and reliable insight into
the object of study.

Concurrent with this general tendency within the North Atlantic scholarly world, biblical scholarship
underwent a shift away from the individual and communal “knowing” of the Bible as the word of God
within the context of the church. In the 18", 19™ and into the 20" centuries, the scholarly biblical guild
became more and more distant from ecclesiastical constraints. Study and critique were seen to have little
to do with sacrament, worship, or prayer.

As North Atlantic biblical scholars came to see their task as separate from that of speaking for the
churches, they have come to see their scholarly activity as related more to the secular academy.® The
purpose of most of their writing is to contribute to the ongoing scholarly discussion of the ancient texts in
the Bible or other texts and artifacts related to the “biblical world.” Less attention is given to the more
“theological” task of clarifying “the meaning of the word of God in scripture” or to the “pastoral” task of
“encouraging the faithful.”

These North Atlantic university and college-based biblical scholars have opted for a mode of “knowing”
the Bible primarily through the power of reason.” Biblical exegesis sought to adhere to a methodology that
was neutral. Bias became synonymous with error. A shift from theocentric to anthropocentric dialogue
and study became the inevitable correlate. For some this was simply a limitation of what it meant to know
and study the truth, for some a liberation from the constraints of the church as an organization imposing
its own ob&ectives and its possibly “superstitious” embellishments, and for others “the inevitable march of
progress.”™ Modernity as the study of the objective world by a neutral observer became a guiding principle
of research in the North Atlantic context.

One of the clearest expositions of this secular basis of biblical exegesis comes from the nineteenth-
century German scholar William Wrede (1859-1906) for whom “history” is the discipline which rules over
the study of the “New Testament.”

| do not intend to dwell on this question of principle for long, but | must state from the outset that
my comments presuppose the strictly historical character of New Testament theology. The old
doctrine of inspiration is recognized by academic theology, including very largely the conservative
wing, to be untenable. For logical thinking there can be no middle position between inspired
writings and historical documents...How the systematic theologian gets on with ... [the] results [of



Biblical theology] and deals with them — that is his own affair. Like every other real science, New
Testament theology has its goal simply in itself, and is totally indifferent to all dogma and
systematic theology. What could dogmatics offer it? Could dogmatics teach New Testament
theology to see the facts correctly? At most it could colour them. Could it correct the facts that
were found? To correct facts is absurd. Could it legitimize them? Facts need no legitimation.®

Wrede goes on to argue that the language of “New Testament theology” itself is highly problematic: the
New Testament documents are simply one collection of some early Christian writings. The idea that they
would be canonical, that is, normative in some sense, is anachronistic. The idea that they are any more
“apostolic” than other early Christian writings is untenable. According to Wrede, the serious researcher,
that is the scholar who is interested in the history of early Christian texts, will recognize that there is no
one unified New Testament theology, but rather a variety of theologies (or, actually, “religions”). Rather
than find a New Testament theology, the researcher will describe the history of early Christian religions
and religious ideas, an essentially anthropocentric task.

For many in the North Atlantic world, the position articulated by Wrede won the day. In the secular world
of biblical exegesis, faith, dogma and church tradition had no power over the interpreter. Biblical
interpretation became historical-critical investigation as this was pursued by autonomous, reasonable,
individual (usually male) scholars of European universities. Interpretation of texts that was not based on
the canons of historical-critical research was often denigrated as “pre-critical” and “unscientific”: more in
the realm of speculation, devotion and the history of dogma than of textual study.’

In effect, the biblical guild edited out how other interests could be involved in the task of interpreting the
Bible. Its view of history necessarily became narrowed. Historical study came to mean only the history of
the text in its ancient setting as this was understood according to the canons of modern critical research.
The scholarly task became confined to uncovering the past. It became enough for scholars to attempt to
describe the meaning of the text to its assumed original authors and readers. Historical research came to
be considered an objective description of past events and ideas.

It is now more widely acknowledged that the reader of a text will bring his or her own social location to the
interpretative task. For many North Atlantic scholars one’s social location has been a cause of concern
only in so far as it is acknowledged that everyone who reads will necessarily have a bias. This bias is
usually considered a problematic reality and so many North Atlantic scholars will, therefore, counsel that
caution be taken not to read one’s own bias into the text. It will usually be argued that the best way to
avoid a biased reading is to pay careful attention to the proper use of critical tools in exegesis. This is
certainly to be considered sage advice. However, the use of critical tools in historical research is not a
complete answer. First of all, the critical tools must still be employed by a particular reader who comes
from a particular location. Tools do not necessarily guarantee objectivity. But secondly, and of more
importance for our purposes, is the question of whether the discovery of an objective reading is a
sufficient goal of biblical research. Often excluded in the traditional historical-critical paradigm is an
analysis of the continuing history of the text in the lives of its varied contemporary readers. Readings
which purport to be purely historical analyses often bracket the pragmatic implications of historical
research. These implications are always present, of course, but they are often considered to be outside of
the realm of the biblical scholar.

There are signs, however, that any broadly held consensus about historical-critical exegesis appears to
be breaking down. There is presently a growing suspicion that the approach of scholars like Wrede was
not entirely value-free, objective, and scientific. Wrede believed in the rather optimistic view that “facts”
are directly accessible if the serious scholar uses the right tools and approaches the text unencumbered
by theological concerns. But according to some historical-critical exegesis of the type advocated by
Wrede has resulted in a contraction of exegesis. Walter Wink points out that in contrast to the authors of
biblical texts “bore withess to events which led them to faith,” biblical critics have fostered an attitude of
“detached neutrality [which] in matters of faith is not neutrality at all, but already a decision against
responding.”® The scholar who believes in “the myth of detached neutrality,” which Wink refers to as
“objectivism,” can only pretend to be neutral since “the scholar, like everyone else, has racial, sexual, and
class interests to which he is largely blind and which are unconsciously reflected in his work.”



In its struggle to be free of theological and ecclesial constraints, historical biblical criticism has in fact cut
itself off “from any community for whose life its results might be significant,” by which Wink appears to
mean the church and its members."™ Clearly, Wink wants the biblical text and its interpretation to make a
practical difference in peoples’ lives.™

For many like Wink, although certainly not for all, the historical-critical approach which has characterized
much of the history of North Atlantic historical-critical exegesis has been weighed in the balance and
found wanting. The recognition that what a text is allowed to mean has been restricted by the methods
employed in its investigation, has opened the doors to the present situation in biblical studies in which a
bewildering variety of methodological approaches to biblical texts is practiced. For example, in recent
years the investigation of the Bible as literature has received widespread attention. As Robert Alter and
Frank Kermode wrote in 1987, “Over the past couple of decades...there has been a revival of interest in
the literary qualities of these texts, in the virtues by which they continue to live as something other than
archaeology.”*” The revival in “interest in the literary qualities” of biblical texts has been followed quickly
by the emergence of canonical criticism, rhetorical criticism, and sociological and anthropological
criticisms.

Even the meetings of academic biblical guilds show signs that questions of theology, of ideology and of
culture are now issues that deserve to be (re)considered. No longer are meetings dominated exclusively
by historical concerns. Discussions of the present meaning of texts are a regular part of every
programme, for example, of the Society of Biblical Literature. The 1998 AAR/SBL Annual Meeting
Program listed (in addition to more traditional program units such as “Aramaic Studies,” “Biblical
Lexicography,” “Greco-Roman Religions,” and “Pauline Epistles”) units that reflect in their very name a
broadening of scholarly interest beyond philological and historical concerns: “Bible and Cultural Studies,”
“Ideological Criticism,” “Women in the Biblical World,” “African-American Theology and Biblical
Interpretation,” “Christian Theology and the Bible,” “Character Ethics and Biblical Interpretation” and the
“Bible in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Caribbean.”* Although historical-critical study is still the
dominant mode of biblical interpretation in the North Atlantic biblical guild, signs are beginning to emerge
that point to the growing importance of questions other than the traditional historical-critical ones. Indeed,
even within any group of scholars interested in the historical study of “Q” or “Paul” there will be a wide
variety of interests, approaches and commitments. A cursory investigation of a sample of the plethora of
recent studies of the “historical Jesus,” for example, will uncover not only a variety of historical
assessments, but also a wide difference in the political, theological and ideological commitments
underlying the different academic investigations.

In other words, the multiplicity of methods being used by scholars may point to some dissatisfaction with
the constraints of the dominant paradigm. For many this appears to have opened fresh questions related
to epistemology and hermeneutics. What does it mean to say that we understand a text? What does
“knowing” a text mean? Is knowledge simply a matter of having power over a text? That is, is knowledge
a matter of mastery, a matter of conquering a passage, so that we can now say that we have subdued it
and now have dominion over it?** Or is knowing a text also a matter of gaining wisdom for life, a matter of
being fed and strengthened by a text After centuries in which religious hierarchies claimed exclusive
rights to the interpretation of the Bible, and after the modern period in which the historical critic was the
authority, the issue of whose text this is has come to the surface. It has become clear that biblical
scholars have a variety of commitments which they bring to the text. The postmodern situation denies that
there is any neutral, god’s-eye view from which a scholar can have a clear perspective on the true
meaning of a text. As the centrality of historical-critical scholarship has been questioned, a variety of new
“voices” have emerged seeking to bring their own perspectives to the text and claiming that their ways of
“knowing” deserve a hearing. The guild is beginning to listen to the voices of those who speak of the text
from perspectives that deeply question what had been the modernist consensus in biblical scholarship.
The voices of feminist readers, North Atlantic racial minority readers and liberationist readers, especially
from Latin America, are already well known in the North Atlantic scholarly world.

Readers from sub-Saharan Africa, however, are less well known in the North Atlantic world. Although the
voices of African scholars have not as yet received much attention outside of Africa, their contributions



have the potential to contribute to the emerging global scholarly discussion by putting the question of the
practical relevance of biblical interpretation squarely on the table. For African scholars investigation of an
ancient biblical text must make a difference in peoples’ lives; the text must be read with a view to its
implications for living.

II. African Biblical Scholarship

Current academic African exegesis™ has emerged in contexts in which the questions of North Atlantic
culture, questions of modernity and postmodernity, are discussed not by those who consider themselves
to have benefited from the modern world but by those who perceive themselves to be modernity’s victims.
Modernity, seen from the vantage point of one of its most noted landmarks, the “discovery” of the
Americas by Columbus in 1492, has for Africa, as for the rest of the “third world,”*® not been a time of
discovering and conquering, but a time of being conquered and dominated."’ For Africa in particular, the
emergence of a well-defined North Atlantic worldview known as “modernity” coincided with its invasion by
slavers,® explorers and colonizers," and missionaries.”® Africa was dragged into a modern age which
was not of its own making and which appears to have been little to its benefit. In most parts of the
continent the postcolonial aftermath of Africa’s complicated modern history has been a perceived loss of
African identity, almost constant political upheaval, continuous economic chaos, wars, political
assassinations, widespread malnutrition, lack of education and woefully inadequate health care.
According to John Pobee, a New Testament scholar from Ghana,

Of course there are pockets of poverty in the so-called affluent Northern hemisphere. But poverty
in Africa is pervasive and acute. Although there is a small rich elite in every African country, the
general run of the people are poor. Everywhere there are signs of the unfulfilled if exaggerated
aspirations of the people at independence vis-a-vis decent living standards and security for the
future. Large-scale poverty, suffering and degradation mark the continent.

...These indices of poverty are as much the result of Africa being assimilated to the North, being
treated as the “backyard” of the nations of the North, as self-inflicted through bad planning and
ruthless power-drunk African leaders who have no qualms in “raping” their own people. Abuses of
human dignity are much in evidence everywhere in Africa. Poverty and marginalization then are
experienced at the gut level.*

The emergence of postcolonial African states has not meant the emergence of African peoples who feel
at home with modernity. Even if they do not always function well, African nations do have many of the
trappings of the modern North Atlantic world, modern modes of transportation and communication,
political, military and legal systems, schools, newspapers and hospitals. Africa has benefited (and
suffered) from some of the products of the modern world. Although there have been many changes in
Africa in the past century, not all of them could be considered “progress.” And in many ways Africa has
resisted modernity - especially in its religious sensibilities. The North Atlantic perception of the world has
little room for God. This is not so in Africa. For most Africans, religion was and still is central to life in all of
its dimensions. The universe is not a system closed to the supernatural or the sacred, but is a well-
populated place in which ancestors, divinities, and spirits play important roles in day to day living.

The recent history of Africa includes a thriving Christianity.?> Mission-founded churches, Protestant,
Roman Catholic, and Orthodox are found in virtually every city, town and village south of the Sahara.
Even more prolific has been the growth of African instituted churches.”® Some of these churches are
groups that have broken away from or have been expelled from mission-founded churches. Many have
grown up entirely independent of any other denomination, often called into being by a prophetic leader.
These groups are attractive because they are perceived as more authentically African, especially as they
incorporate or allow such elements into church life as African music and dancing and tolerance of African
forms of family life, and encourage religious practices such as exorcism, healing rituals, divination,
prophecy and vision. After many years of discouraging such practices, the mission-founded churches
have now begun to learn from African instituted churches and to include some of these same emphases
in their own life.



As we saw above in our discussion of the North Atlantic context of exegesis, biblical exegesis does not
take place in a vacuum. The social, political, religious and cultural location of the scholar will inevitably
have an impact on the shape of the scholarship produced. In particular, the life of the African churches
has a strong pull on the African biblical scholar.

But the African scholar is pulled in more than one direction. On the one hand, biblical exegetes in Africa
feel the compulsion to interpret the biblical text in the light of the present realities of the African situation.
On the other hand, most professional scholarly African biblical interpreters received much of their
graduate training in the North Atlantic world, training which focused on the methods and concerns of
North Atlantic historical-critical scholarship. Most African exegetes are grateful for their training in the
North Atlantic historical critical tradition. Emmanuel Obeng has even argued that if African scholars are to
be taken seriously at home and across the world they will need to pay more attention to the precise use of
critical tools.**

This does not mean, however, that Africans are willing simply to mimic the academic traditions of the
North. In the preface to her doctoral thesis, Teresa Okure makes clear reference to the North Atlantic
world’s lack of openness to new methods of reading biblical texts.” In particular the tendency of the North
Atlantic tradition to treat the Bible more as a book rooted in the past than as a book which speaks to the
present comes under scrutiny from most African scholars.

Samuel Abogunrin’s assessment of the North Atlantic critical scholarship in which he was trained is that it
lacks power. “Genuine biblical criticism helps us to appreciate the works of the Bible writers better,” he
says.”® He argues, however, that there is a danger that the modern views of North Atlantic scholarship
may blur the vision of African scholars. African scholars need something that the North Atlantic world
could not provide.

The [African] Biblical scholar requires a spiritual perception that will allow him to translate the
Bible in such a way that the Word will become incarnate once again in the language and life of
the peoples of Africa. O. Imasogie correctly remarks that by the time Christianity was introduced
into Black Africa, the worldview of Western Christian theologians only retained a veneer of
Biblical worldview. The missionary worldview had by then become what he called quasiscientific.
Consequently, although the missionaries still talked about God, heaven, angels, Satan, Holy
Spirit and evil forces, they were no more than cultural crutches that lacked the existential
dynamism they once had before and during the medieval period. Under this type of influence, the
theologian thinks it necessary to re-interpret Biblical references to angels, demon possession and
spiritual forces. As a result, Christian missionaries emphasized the power of Jesus to save from
the power of sin but Christ’'s power which destroys the power of the devil was not enthusiastically
preached.”’

African biblical scholars must not repeat the mistakes of the West, he says, in emptying Jesus of his
power.

There are some North Atlantic scholars who have shown an interest in what Africa can contribute to the
scholarly investigation of the Bible. Knut Holter, for example, notes that “In contact with African Old
Testament scholars and scholarship | have met new and intriguing questions and approaches to the Old
Testament, questions and approaches that have enriched my own understanding of the Old Testament
as such, but also of what Old Testament scholarship is all about.”?® Speaking of the Old Testament in
particular, Holter notes that the translation of the Bible into African languages has “coincided with what we
would call the aspect of recognition. African readers have in the poetry, laws, and narratives of the Old
Testament, recognized aspects of their own tradition and situation.”*® This dimension of African research
— that African perspectives may open North Atlantic scholars to aspects of the Bible that have been
missed - could prove fruitful. Of more importance perhaps is that African readings point to practical
implications of the biblical text that North Atlantic scholars often bracket out.

According to Gerald West, the readings of “ordinary” Africans, by which he means readers who are not
biblical scholars and, in particular, readers who are from poor and marginalized communities, can be of



help to scholars. “Ordinary” readers, he says, “read for purposes other than the production of academic
papers — they read for survival, liberation, and life.”** Speaking largely to a North Atlantic audience, West
says that scholarship should learn from this kind of reading and develop an ethos of reading which is
open to the problems of those who suffer. This has not always or often been central to the scholarly
pursuits of academic biblical exegetes.

Usually the connection between our work as scholars and our life commitments is covert, and if
our work is to be used by others we want to remain in control. But clearly the interface [of
scholars and readers from poor and marginalized communities] ...demands an overt connection
between our biblical research and our social commitments. This requires something of a
conversion “from below.” Biblical scholars must be born “from below.”*"

African scholars themselves have had to experience this kind of rebirth. Justin Ukpong sums up the
situation well.

Trained as they have been in the tradition of western biblical scholarship, [African biblical
scholars] read the Bible through an interpretive grid developed in the western culture, and then
seek to apply the result in their own contexts. One outcome of this has been a visible gap
between this academic reading of the Bible and the needs of ordinary African Christians. Another
outcome has been the fact that in many ways African social and cultural concerns are not
reflected in such reading. All this has happened in spite of the fact that African scholars do bring
their own cultural perspectives to bear on the text. The fact is that so long as the grid through
which they read the text is foreign, their own cultural input is bound to have a highly limited
impact. Not a few African biblical scholars, in recent times, have been exercised by this situation.
Many indeed have begun to view critically, against their own background and life experience of
African people, the tradition of biblical scholarship in which they were trained. This has resulted in
a call for a new mode of reading the Bible that would engage the African social and cultural
contexts in the process.*

West argues that the resources are already present for African scholars to take up the task of a
contextualized reading of the Bible that will be of relevance to Africa. Unfortunately some in Africa have
relied too exclusively on North Atlantic traditions and methods.

How can we “drink from our own wells” when we denigrate them or deny their very existence and
rely on imported, bottled water (or worse Coca Cola)? Perhaps ordinary African “readers” can
help us to recover readings of the Bible that our training blinds us to.*

The conditions in which most African scholars must work are frustrating and demanding.** It is a great
temptation for many of these scholars to move to Europe or North America where their scholarly
contributions are welcomed as interesting and exotic, and where they are able to find more time, more
money, and more resources for producing their scholarly work. For the many scholars who remain in
Africa, the production of scholarly work has been concomitant with an unwillingness to bracket out the
suffering that is a daily part of their own lives and the lives of those around them. Scholarly work must
maintain a pragmatic dimension.

Ill. Inculturation Hermeneutics

An excellent example of an approach to interpretation which attempts to integrate historical insights into
African contexts is laid out by Justin Ukpong® in his 1995 article entitled “Rereading the Bible with African
Eyes: Inculturation and Hermeneutics.” According to Ukpong, this method of reading the Bible “is not a
return to a literal reading of the Bible, but a reading that ...[is] critical in its own paying attention to the
African socio-cultural context and the questions that arise therefrom.”* Ukpong argues that this method
does not need to be a specifically “African” method: “any socio-cultural context can become the subject of
interpretation.”’ Indeed, the contemporary discourse of African exegesis, of which Ukpong will serve as
our example, has never been entirely separate from the North Atlantic conversation. However, it can be
argued that the African conception of life as a unity actually enables African scholars to hold together the



various dimensions of interpretation — historical, theological, and practical — in a way that is distinct from
the North Atlantic view of life as compartmentalized and scholarship as specialized.

Ukpong’'s method contains five distinct features: “an interpreter in a certain context making meaning of a
text using a specific conceptual framework and its procedure.”*® We will examine each of these features
in turn.

The first element of Ukpong’s “inculturation hermeneutic” is the interpreter. In focusing on the reader,
Ukpong agrees that his way of reading has much in common with that group of reading theories which is
not only concerned about the literary qualities of the text itself, or the history behind the text (the historical
event recorded, the author’s intentions), but also about the reader of the text as a dynamic part of the
reading process.*® According to Ukpong, however, the interpreter should not be understood as an
isolated reader, but as a “reader-in-context,” that is as someone who is or has become an insider to the
culture for whom the interpretation is being given.* This insider reader should be both sympathetic to the
culture and able to be critical of it at the same time. The insider knowledge of the culture that the reader
possesses should give rise to certain “biases in the interpreter’s mind as he/she approaches the biblical
text.” These biases are acknowledged and capable of being used positively.*

Ukpong's view of the interpreter’s role in the hermeneutical process is reminiscent of Michael Polanyi’s
idea of “personal knowledge.” In his critique of scientific detachment as an ideal, Polanyi argues that the
subject is always involved in the process of knowing, even in a scientific context.*? Speaking of Einstein’s
theory of relativity Polanyi notes,

We cannot truly account for our acceptance of such theories without endorsing our
acknowledgement of a beauty that exhilarates and a profundity that entrances us. Yet the
prevailing conception of science, based on the disjunction of subjectivity and objectivity, seeks —
and must seek at all costs — to eliminate from science such passionate, personal, human
appraisals of theories, or at least to minimize their function to that of a negligible by-play. For
modern man has set up as the ideal of knowledge the conception of natural science as a set of
statements which is “objective” in the sense that its substance is entirely determined by
observation, even while its presentation may be shaped by convention.*®

This detached “modern” view of knowledge assumes that all truth is observable, which is, ironically, a
non-observable assumption. Contrary to this, Polanyi speaks of knowledge as “personal knowledge.” All
factual knowledge, he says, is “shaped” by the knower: “the act of knowing includes an appraisal; and this
personal co-efficient, which shapes all factual knowledge, bridges in doing so the disjunction between
subjectivity and objectivity.”** Tools, which are an aid to scientific investigation, do not negate the subject
who uses the tools, since tools are simply an extension of the investigator. “While we rely on a tool or a
probe, these are not handled as external objects...We pour ourselves into them and assimilate them as
parts of our own existence.”

By implication, then, biblical scholars cannot simply detach themselves from their investigation any more
than the scientist can. The tools of biblical critical methodology do not provide the scholar with an
objectivity that gives him or her an uncommitted detachment. The scholar is still personally responsible for
the exegetical decisions made using those tools. The tools of biblical criticism are, rather, an extension of
the critic. Nor are the tools themselves above criticism. A scientist or a biblical scholar may engage in a
perfectly legitimate task, but come to an erroneous decision by using the wrong tool.*®

For Ukpong, the interpreter is a participant in the process of interpretation. There is no neutral
detachment. Personal and social factors such as the reader’s race, gender, status in society, all give an
interpreter an angle of vision that can be used in the process of understanding a biblical text.

The second feature of Ukpong’s theory highlights another facet of African exegesis: the context. By
“context” Ukpong here refers to the context of the reader, rather than the original context of the text being
read. In using the term “context,” Ukpong is pointing to the reality of the African reader as part of a



community. Indeed, African personal identity is often described in specifically communitarian terms. For
example, the expression, coined by John Mbiti, | am because we are,”’ stands in contradistinction to
the post-Enlightenment (Cartesian) individualistic worldview. A specifically African understanding of
personal identity in terms of community identifies the reader of the text as the community. The North
Atlantic reader tends to be identified as an individual. For Ukpong, context “refers to an existing human
community (a country, local church, ethnic group) designated as the subject of the interpretation” which is
informed by “the people’s worldview, and historical, social, economic, political and religious life
experiences.”48 As human communities “perceive reality from particular, not from universal
perspectives,” the inculturation hermeneutic is always contextual in that it is always “consciously done
from the perspective of a particular context.” Ukpong appeals to David Tracy who says “There is no
innocent interpretation, no innocent interpreter, no innocent text.”>* The interpreter can only be honest,
therefore, if the concerns of his or her context are consciously brought into the hermeneutical dialogue.

This means that one aspect of the scholarly task is to ask how a particular text or a particular reading of a
text interacts with, responds to, and is reflective of the lives of those who read or hear that text. African
biblical exegetes must ask “so what?” The question of the practical meaning of a piece of research for the
community from which the interpreter comes cannot ultimately be avoided. Contemporary concerns of
many North Atlantic scholars are often left unstated, inchoate, and may sometimes be unknown even to
the scholar herself or himself. Some scholars, no doubt, are hesitant to state their concerns because the
explicit revelation of personal commitment to a particular community may appear to relativize the
objective appearance of the academic project. And so this aspect of exegesis, the contextual dimension
of research, is often neglected or suppressed in North Atlantic scholarship. This does not mean that the
contextual dimensions of a particular reading of a text are not present. But they may be unrecognized.
They do, however, constitute the substructure on which the exegetical edifice is built. According to
Ukpong, scholars cannot and should not avoid the contextual implications of exegesis.

The third feature of Ukpong’s method is text. This text has at least three dimensions: it is an ancient text,
it is a literary text, and it is a transformative text.

The Bible is a book of the past. “Because the Bible as an ancient document, attention to the historical
context of the text being interpreted is demanded of the exegete. This requires the use of historical critical
tools.”? An ancient text arose from a particular socio-cultural context. Therefore, any analysis must
include a historical investigation in order to determine “the specific orientation of the text...without which it
is not posggble to make a clear assessment of the biblical “world” that made the text meaningful in the first
instance.”

As well as the historical axis, the African exegete must also be aware of the literary context of a passage.
The structures, rhetoric, narrative features and inner logic are necessary components in understanding a
text.

The Bible is also a text which has the potential to transform the lives of its readers. Therefore, as well as
elucidating the meaning of the text in its original setting, the scholar must also discuss the text's
contemporary meaning. In other words, whereas most North Atlantic scholars consider the historical task
to be primary, African and other third world scholars engage in history as a means to an end. They use
the study of the past as a tool for the transformation of the present. The Bible is not of interest only
because it is an ancient document, but because this ancient document is perceived to have the potential
to transform the world for the better.>*

For Ukpong, who is a Roman Catholic Christian, the contemporary relevance of the biblical text is found
precisely in its theological meaning. “[Blecause it is the theological meaning of the text that is sought and
not its historical context, historical critical tools are used precisely as servant and not as master.”> The
goal of the interpretation of a text is to discover what Ukpong calls the “gospel message.” By “gospel
message” Ukpong means that particular word from God for the community of readers, as it emerges in
the dialogue between the reader, his or her context and the particular text under discussion. As this
message emerges, it may serve as a critique of the culture or the culture may throw light on the text.>®
According to Ukpong, this is not something which can or should be done only by Africans. African



scholars who engage in this task, however, will find the “gospel message” to be of relevance to Africa
because that message emerges from a dialogue between the text and the (African) reader. For Ukpong,
then, the practical implications of a particular passage of the Bible only emerge for the scholar who is in
relationship — in relationship with the community which needs to hear the message, and in relationship
with the God of the community who is also the God who speaks through the Bible. °’

In Africa, practical issues and the personal involvement of the scholar in the production of meaning
cannot be bracketed out of the exegetical process. Exegesis produced in situations which are often
desperate consider the cultivation of an ethos of detached objectivity to be a luxury. Already in 1976, at
the first meeting of the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT), scholars from
Africa, Asia and Latin America joined in speaking against a form of theological (including biblical)
scholarship that did not take seriously the realities of life in the Third World:

[Theologies from Europe and North America] must be understood to have arisen out of situations
related to those countries, and therefore must not be uncritically adopted without our raising the
guestion of their relevance in the context of our countries. Indeed, we must, in order to be faithful
to the gospel and to our peoples, reflect on the realities of our own situations and interpret the
word of God in relation to these realities. We reject as irrelevant an academic type of theology
that is divorced from action. We are prepared for a radical break in epistemology which makes
commitment the first act of theology and engages in critical reflection on the praxis of the reality of
the Third World.*®

In Africa, the scholar considers himself or herself to be engaged not only with the text, but also with the
people who, in their struggle to attain justice, peace, prosperity, and health, see biblical insight as a
necessary component in their transformation. As in the biblical story of the people of Israel at Mt. Horeb,
the “word of God” is not addressed to their ancestors only, but to them directly (Deut 5:1-4). As we shall
see, one reason that the pragmatics of interpretation will not be buried is that African exegesis must be
seen to serve immediate needs. African biblical scholarship is not neutral. It has as its goal the
emergence and enhancement of “survival, liberation and life.”* According to Ukpong, African scholars
neither can nor should avoid the contextual implications of exegesis, because the purpose of investigating
a text is to allow the “gospel message” “to transform and forge history.”®

The fourth feature of Ukpong'’s “inculturation hermeneutic” is what he calls the exegetical conceptual
framework. The exegetical framework, says Ukpong, is that “mental construct within which exegetes are
trained. It is basically an orientation in biblical interpretation geared towards certain areas of concern
about the biblical text.”® Ukpong gives historical criticism, literary criticism and liberation hermeneutics as
examples of possible conceptual frameworks. According to Ukpong, current frameworks have not proved
satisfactory in Africa. Alluding to Thomas S. Kuhn's theory of paradigm shifts in science®®, Ukpong argues
that Africa needed a conceptual framework different from those usually practiced in the North Atlantic
world, because of “questions and issues arising from the African Christian experience with the Bible
which our current exegetical frameworks are unable to satisfactorily handle.”® Ukpong himself argues
that the historical critical method is found wanting in an African context because this method, is “derived
from the basic assumptions of a particular culture.”*

Thus, for example, one cannot think of the emergence of the historical critical method without
thinking of Deism, Rationalism and the Enlightenment as its cultural (intellectual culture) context,
and the History of Religions movement as its methodological mentor. Nor can one think of the
allegorical framework of biblical interpretation of the early church Fathers without reference to the
ancient Greek literary culture of the times in which these Fathers were trained.®®

Ukpong does not condemn either historical criticism or allegory. His linking of these methods with their
cultural contexts, however, does relativize any method. Ukpong thus finds historical criticism, as the
dominant mode of exegesis in this era, problematic because the assumptions which underlie this method
are not commonly received assumptions in Africa. An African inculturation hermeneutic, therefore, must
be aware of the basic assumptions of African peoples. This leads Ukpong to attempt a brief enumeration
of African assumptions.



This is no simple task. Ukpong is aware that any description of “Africa” will be defective. Africa contains a
“multiplicity” of cultures and worldviews. Ukpong does think it possible, however, to name certain features
which appear to be common across the board in Africa and to argue that these common features point to
the “root paradigm” of African cultures.®® Ukpong names four aspects of African life that he believes
belong to the root paradigm of African cultures.

The first aspect has to do with the nature of the world, the question of “where are we?” Ukpong says that
Africans do not make a distinction between matter and spirit, secular and religious. Rather, life is viewed
as a unity. There is a distinction, however, between the visible world and the invisible world. Every person
has a visible and an invisible dimension. The dead do not cease to be, they have moved into a different
sphere of existence whence they impact our visible dimension of reality. Spirits, both good and evil, also
interact with the visible world.

The second feature of African life is that this two-dimensional universe has a divine origin. God is the
Creator of the world and God continues to be involved in the creation. Because there is a network of
relationships between God, humanity and the rest of the cosmos, human actions are not isolated events.
Rather, every human action is a social event, affecting relationships not only with one another, but with
God and with the rest of nature.

Related to this is the third feature: the African answer to the question “who are we?” The answer is, “we
are a community.” Since the creation is a network of interrelations, “African authors see the Cartesian
dictum cogito ergo sum (I think therefore | exist) replaced in the African thought system by cognato ergo
sum (I am related by blood/I belong to a family, therefore | exist.)” This communal view of humanity has a
multitude of implications. There is no such thing as a “private” matter in Africa.

Problems and issues in the community are seen and treated not as a function of the actions of
and dispositions of the individuals concerned, but primarily as a function of the relationships
within the community. Thus, for example, a person is not considered rich through his/her
ingenuity and industry alone but through sharing in the blessings of the community. Death and
illness are explained not in terms of natural causes but in terms of negative forces, like witchcraft,
in the community.®’

The final African assumption noted by Ukpong is that Africa has an emphasis “on the concrete rather than
the abstract, on the practical rather than theoretical.”®® Although Ukpong leaves this point without
explanation, this pragmatic dimension of African life has obvious implications for African exegesis: the
relevance of scholarship must be made obvious for the task to be considered worthwhile.

Having elucidated what he takes to be the basic cultural assumptions of Africa, Ukpong moves on to
explain how these assumptions will operate in his understanding of the process of inculturation
hermeneutics. His explanation appears to focus especially on two interrelated issues: the tension
between the Bible as an ancient book and the need to find a present meaning; and the tension between
historical critical tools and the Bible as a sacred religious book. For Ukpong the goal of exegesis is “to
actualize the theological meaning of the text in a contemporary context.”® Since the Bible is an ancient
text, historical tools must be used. However, the task is not completed when the historical meaning is
discovered. Since the goal is finding the contemporary theological meaning, the historical tools must
always be seen “as servant not as master.””® The present meaning of the text will emerge in the
interaction between the ancient text and the contemporary context. This discovery of the present
meaning, however, must be done from a perspective of faith. “Inculturation hermeneutics sees the Bible
as a document of faith and therefore demands entry into and sharing the faith of the biblical community
expressed in the text.” Part of the “faith of the biblical community” appears to be that the presence in the
text “of the supernatural and the miraculous is taken for granted.””

Ukpong acknowledges that the text is “plurivalent”. This does not mean, however, that the text can mean
whatever the reader wishes it to mean. Two limits are put on “plurivalency.” The first is the canon: “any
meaning must be judged in the light of the meaning of the entire Bible.” The second is something like the
rule of faith: “the theology of any text must be judged against the basic biblical affirmations and principles”



such as “the existence of God as creator and sustainer of the universe, love of God and neighbour, etc.”’?

Ukpong's language seems to imply that the reading of a particular text is to be judged by its conformity to,
or tension with the overall thrust of the biblical message seen as an entirety. Just as an African individual
is known in relation to his community, so a biblical passage is only truly “known” in relation to the whole
“book.” Ukpong further attempts to define “basic biblical affirmations” by which to judge a particular
reading in a manner similar to Jesus’ use of Torah in his critique of the Pharisees in Matthew’s gospel. In
Mt 23:23-24, Jesus judges the Pharisees’ reading of scripture by appealing to the spirit of the whole of the
Torah, as opposed to an atomistic exegesis which neglects the “weightier matters” of Torah.

It is not entirely clear how the limits of “canon” and “rule of faith” function for Ukpong. In Ukpong'’s use of
these two limits as a “standard” by which the validity of a particular reading of the text can be judged, it is
not clear, at times, whether it is the interpretation or the text itself which is being judged. What is clear is

that Ukpong believes that there are theological limits to exegesis.

The fifth and final element of Ukpong'’s inculturation hermeneutics is his procedure. According to Ukpong
there must be “a preliminary condition and a series of four steps of analysis.””® The preliminary condition
is commitment to the Christian faith and to the process of “actualizing the Christian message with the
context” of people’s lives, in this case, in Africa. In other words, who does the exegesis is as important as
the steps of analysis that the exegete will use. For Ukpong, inculturation hermeneutics is not a neutral
enterprise. Inculturation hermeneutics excludes those who are not engaged with the faith of the church
and committed to the task of incarnating that faith in a particular place. Ukpong does not make class,
gender or racial exclusions here.”® These distinctions are not critical. Commitment, however, is critical.

The first step in the actual exegetical process is to identify a dynamic correspondence between the
reader’s current context and the historical context of a biblical passage.” This, of course, implies that the
exegete has some knowledge both of the contemporary context and of the text. Given this, the scholar
engaging in inculturation hermeneutics must seek to find the common ground between the two. In a study
of Lk 16:1-13, for example, Ukpong finds that Luke’s gospel speaks of the “rich” in largely negative terms.
In Ukpong’s reading, the rich man in this parable has no doubt become rich because of an exploitative
economic system which gave him the advantages he needed to acquire wealth. Seeing a similar disparity
of wealth in the exploitative economic system at work in Africa, he brings the text and the context
together.

The cultural context informing this biblical interpretation is primarily that of exploited peasant
farmers of West Africa as well as the concerns of the international debt burden of the Two-Thirds
World. While most interpretations have read the parable from the perspective of the rich man’s
econ%nic system, this article reads the story from the perspective of the peasant farmers in the
story.

Ukpong does not limit his work to the socio-economic, however. Any text whose historical context
appears analogous to an African idea or situation would be considered appropriate material for the
inculturation hermeneutics project.”’

Step two in Ukpong’s procedure is analysis of the context of interpretation. The (contemporary)
background against which the text will be read must be analyzed from as many different perspectives as
necessary: socio-anthropologically, historically, socially and religiously. For a reading of Lk 16:1-13, for
example, the African exegete must acquire some knowledge of peasant conditions in West Africa. To do
an African reading of Leviticus, one should undertake an investigation of African sacrificial rituals and
ideas and so on.

The third step is an historical analysis of the biblical text. Ukpong does not often differ from the majority of
North Atlantic scholars in his use of specific historical-critical tools. The difference is that many North
Atlantic scholars would consider exegesis complete after just this one step — an end in and of itself. For
Ukpong historical analysis is important, but in his method it is relativized by being only a part of a larger
process.



Ukpong's fourth step is “analysis of the text in the light of the already analyzed contemporary context.”’® If

the goal of exegesis is “to actualize the theological meaning of the text in a contemporary context” then
this step moves the reader toward that goal by putting questions to the text “arising from insights gained
from the analysis of the context of interpretation in order to gain insight into the nature of the text in
relation to the context.””® For example, if Nigeria’s ecological system is threatened by an inefficient
political system which allows an oil pipe line to leak unchecked, one of the things the biblical scholar must
do is bring the question of the care of the creation to the biblical text to see if there is insight to be gained
for that current Nigerian situation.®

The final step of the procedure is not only to draw together the fruits of this analysis in a coherent fashion,
but also to express “a commitment to actualizing the message of the text in concrete life situation.” In
other words, engagement with the text alone is insufficient. The scholar must also be engaged with the
community. Because “the Bible is life-oriented” exegesis must lead to the transformation of the scholar
into an activist and to the transformation of the community in the light of scripture.®”

Ukpong is not doctrinaire about the order of his procedures and steps. However, his method clearly
exemplifies the African demand that biblical scholarship intrude into areas of research that, in the North
Atlantic world, are often left to scholars of other fields. For Ukpong, however, the integrity of the discipline
of biblical studies demands more than the single focus of a narrow specialization. The scholar must
become involved in whatever area is demanded by the material of the text, precisely because the material
he or she studies is “life-oriented.” Neither the text nor the context leaves the scholar with the option of
delegation, compartmentalization or narrow specialization. This would be an abdication of responsibility.

For many years the dominant model of biblical scholarship in the North Atlantic world has been historical-
critical. In this model the text is studied as one part of the evidence to be used in the reconstruction of a
world of the past. The emergence of African biblical studies with its much more pragmatic concern for the
present world appears to be at odds with North Atlantic scholarship. Justin Ukpong’s “inculturation
hermeneutic” provides a model that may help North Atlantic and African scholars to begin a conversation
about ways the Bible can and should be read in and for the 21 century world.

[This essay is forthcoming in a book entitled Biblical Interpretation in African Perspective, edited by David
Adamo, from University Press of America.
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