Yahveh and Modimo

The Old Testament revelation about the relationship between God and humankind as seen in the African Context
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Chapter One

INTRODUCTION
1.1  Motivation for this study
The purpose of this study is to investigate possible similarities and differences between the Old Testament concept of God and the various concepts of God found in African Traditional Religion.
The period since 1970 has witnessed the publication of much valuable material on the relationship between God and man in traditional African religion.  Starting with Mbiti (1970),  a number of authors published valuable contributions.  Among the most valuable of these are two articles by Bosch (1973) and Nürnberger (1973), followed by the two publications of Setiloane (1976) and (1986).  In 1974 McVeigh published an extensive discussion of the valuable contributions of Edwin Smith towards the scientific knowledge about African ideas of God, under the title, "God in Africa".

However, despite the many valuable contributions to our knowledge of this topic, we still have to see the publication of an exhaustive study which compares the African image of God with that of Scripture in general and the Old Testament in particular.  This might be one of the reasons why so many theologians in Africa simply take it for granted that there is no essential difference between African concepts of God and that of Scripture.  At missiological conferences I heard observations such as the following:  "African religion was like a satellite already in orbit, which merely needed a boost from Christianity in order to set out on its space voyage."  Or:  "What the Old Testament was for Israel, African Traditional Religion is for African Christians."

Setiloane (1986:32‑33) writes:  "What of Jesus Christ?  Does African theology accede to and accept the teaching about God's revelation in Jesus Christ?  Of course, it does!  African Theology sees the God of Jesus Christ and the missionaries as the same, the One and Only Source:  MODIMO, Qamata, Lesa, Umvelinqangi of African Traditional Religion".

This view of Setiloane becomes the more noteworthy if one takes note of the fact that he strongly believes that Modimo is an impersonal power, which he insists on calling "IT", and not a personal God.

In "Ubuntu‑Botho", the manual for good citizenship published by Inkatha (1980), one can read the following remarks:  "Siyabona‑ke ukuthi inkolo yendabuko e‑Afrika ayixabani nenkolo yobuKhristu" (Part 1:40:  "So we see that traditional African belief does not clash with the Christian belief").  And in Part 2 (69) we read the following:  "Inkolo yobuKhristu yaqhamuka kumaJuda.  Ukufika kwaleNkolo kwaba sengathi iletha entsha esizweni sakithi kanti qha, kakunjalo" ("The Christian faith came from the Jews.  This faith seemed to bring something new to our people, but that was not actually the case.")

This view on traditional African religion is encouraged by the positive attitude of Roman Catholic and some branches of Anglican theology towards non‑Christian religions  (Van Rooy, l985:8).  For the Anglican view we could refer inter alia to Shropshire (1938:371).

The aim of this study is to investigate whether there is indeed no essential difference between the biblical and the African concepts of God, or if the view that there is no essential difference could perhaps be the result of either a "biblicized" reinterpretation of the African concept of God, or of failure to grasp the true biblical concept of God, or of both.  

One should be grateful to learn that there is no continent where Christianity is growing so rapidly, numerically at least, than in Africa (McGavran, l975:101), but one should also face the fact that nominal Christianity is in many parts the rule rather than the exception (Kritzinger, J. J., l988:98‑100), and that in large parts of the new churches biblical Christianity has hardly scratched the surface of the minds and lives of people.  There is a great need for sound, thorough Bible teaching which respects the obvious and original meaning of Scripture ‑‑ the intention of the Holy Spirit (Bright, 1967:43), if the church in Africa is to grow at all spiritually.  Therefore it is necessary in the first place to have a sound doctrine about God.

1.2  Title and delimitation of subject
Modimo is the term used for God among the Sotho‑Tswana people.  I have chosen this Name for God as an example of an African perception of God, because investigations indicated that the concept of Modimo originally differs more from the biblical revelation about God than almost any other model of the idea of God.  However, I do not limit myself strictly to it, but refer to many other peoples.  It will be demonstrated that, contrary to what all writers about concepts of God in Africa have been posing up to the present, at least six representative types of ideas about God in Africa can be distinguished.  I have drawn my information, apart from personal observation, mainly from sources which describe the so-called "Bantu speaking peoples", who form the bulk of the population of Africa south of the equator.  I have only referred to other African peoples where their beliefs coincide with those of the southern half of this continent.

It will be noticed that few of the sources quoted on the topic of African religion are of recent publication.  The reason for this is obvious:  the original ideas of God have now largely made way for new ideas, influenced by Christianity.  Modern authors have access to very few Africans who still hold to the original ideas.  Authors from the previous century and the beginning of this century could still find a number of people who had not been influenced, or at any rate much less influenced, by the biblical idea of God.  The goal of this study is to compare the original or genuine African ideas of God with that of the Old Testament. This is the reason for the many references to older sources, and even a few secondary sources, where the original from the previous century could not be obtained, as in the case of  Moffat about the Tswana, Soga about the Xhosa, and Callaway (1870) about the Zulu.  The oldest reliable sources, however, are not to be found earlier than the nineteenth century.  For this reason it is impossible in most cases to indicate the historical, geographical or social background of a certain concept.  In a few cases it was possible, as indicated in 2.3 (p. 18) and 2.7 (p. 28).  In most cases these concepts developed in the distant past under circumstances unrecorded and unknown to us.

1.3  Setup of the Thesis
The main body of this dissertation can be divided into three parts.  In Part One (Chapter Two) I endeavour to give a brief outline of some African ideas of God as distinct from the biblical image of God.  In Part Two (Chapter Three) I pay more attention to those characteristics of God in which the African and biblical views seem to agree, with the intention of investigating whether these similarities are real or not.  In Part Three (Chapters Four to Eight) the Old Testament view of God will be discussed in more detail, constantly referring to and comparing it with African ideas of God.

In order to limit the field, this treatise concentrates on one aspect of the revelation about God in the Old Testament, to wit the relationship between God and man, and only those aspects of the Old Testament revelation which shed light on the relationship between God and man are discussed with a view to comparison with African concepts.  Chapter Four investigates the relationship between God and man before and apart from the disruption of that relationship by sin.  Here it is of particular importance that God reveals himself as a personal God and as a holy God.  It is also necessary to pay attention to history as the course of God's relations with man.

Chapter Five discusses the disruption of the fellowship between God and man, sin, its nature and consequences, and God's judgement, again comparing these themes with the African views on these matters.

Chapter Six discusses the restoration of the fellowship, God's election and his covenant of grace, and compares those with African views.

Chapter Seven investigates the implications of the concept of God for inter-personal relationships in the Old Testament and in Africa (African ethics).

Chapter Eight pays attention to eschatology or expectations for the future in the Old Testament and in Africa, covering the fields of personal and cosmic eschatology.

Finally, so as to make this study more useful for African theologians, there is a short chapter (Chapter Nine) on "Indications for catechetical, homiletical and pastoral work drawn from this study."

Research and investigations stretching over many years have failed to discover a single treatise with the same scope and purpose as this one, especially one that covers more than a single aspect of the relationship between God and man in the Bible for the purpose of comparing it with African views. It would seem, therefore, that there is scope for a treatise like this, with the "wide-angle lens approach", which provides a birds-eye view of the subject under discussion.  I realise the danger of superficiality inherent in the wide-angle lens approach, but it is obviously impossible to discuss each subsidiary theme in as much detail as the microscopic approach would make possible.  The contribution of this study is not intended to be an original investigation of "Old Testament Theology" (or: the revelation of God in the Old Testament), but rather to determine what the consensus of most scholars would regard as the teaching of the Old Testament on each subject, or, where there is no general consensus, to make a well-motivated choice for myself, and then to compare this to the African view(s) on the same subject.

This study is multi-disciplinary.  It straddles the disciplines of Old Testament, Missiology, and Comparative Religious Studies. I am aware of no multi-disciplinary study in theological literature which explores the same avenues of research as this one.   Other theologians might want to explore some of the subsidiary themes treated briefly here.

Despite the multi-disciplinary nature of the study, the main focus is on the teaching of the Old Testament.  My purpose is to investigate the validity of the claim that there is no basic difference between the Scriptural and African ideas of God, and even in this topic the focus is narrowed down to one aspect, to wit the relationship between God and man.  The discussion of African ideas of God limits itself to general principles which were deduced from the study of a large number of peoples and which are relevant to the purpose of the study. Obviously it is impossible to study each one of four hundred African peoples in Southern Africa in detail in order to cover the whole of “Bantu Africa”.  My own personal experience is more or less limited to the Venda, Tsonga, Sotho and Zulu peoples.  However, the study from written sources during a period of forty years of a large number of peoples, of which forty-five authors are mentioned here, has revealed a very consistent and well-defined pattern of themes, which is described in this study.

1.4
African, European and Biblical Religion
Anyone who takes this study to be a comparison of "white" and "black" religion, with the purpose of denigrating "black religion", widely misses the mark.  The concepts of God of most African peoples are probably much nearer to biblical religion than pagan European (politheistic!) religion, modern (secularist) European religion, or popular Israelite (also politheistic!) religion for that matter.  Most African peoples, especially those in the southern half of Africa, are basically monotheistic.

But that is not the issue here at all.  This is not a comparison between two man‑made religions, but of a religion of natural man observed and evaluated in the light of God's particular revelation by his saving deeds and prophetic messages in the Old Testament.  Elohim does not accord with the "Arian" instinct.  He is not a Western god (Miskotte, 1939: 81).  All our man‑made religions are judged and found wanting by the God who revealed himself to Israel in a way he has never revealed himself to any other people (Dt 4:32‑40!), because he was preparing the way for his Son, Jesus Christ, to be born from among that people, and Jesus Christ is God's final revelation to mankind in this dispensation (Hb 1:1,2;  see also Newbigin, 1969: Chapters IV and V;  Ridderbos, 1957:96).

1.5  The Old Testament as an Apologetic Document
This study is stimulated and facilitated by the fact that the Old Testament itself is to a great extent an apologetic document (Kaufmann, 1961:7;  Mulder, 1865:97).  By "apologetic" I do not mean so much an ideological confrontation with Israel's neighbours directed at those neighbours, but a confrontation with paganistic tendencies within Israel itself, with the intention of freeing Israel of those tendencies.

The very first words of Scripture, as recorded in Gn 1:1, are, both in form and content, with its pithy, apodictic and non‑speculative statement, a powerful apology against the highly speculative, polytheistic myths of Israel's neighbours (Eichrodt, 1967:158;  Gispen, 1974:38;  Kidner, 1976:45; Van Rooy, 1987 [1]:4).

The whole so-called "primitive history" displays the same characteristic, as does the history of the patriarchs (Van Selms, 1973:26).  The record of the Ten Plagues of Egypt in the Book of Exodus is an impressive apology for the power of Yahweh against the gods of Egypt such as the Nile and the sun, and its sacred animals, the cattle (Cole, 1973:91,95).  The rest of the Pentateuch has the same apologetic character, for instance the warnings against soothsaying, necromancy and everything connected to it (Dt 18:9-13).

In the Book of Judges the results of apostasy and compromise with the Canaanites are painted in gloomy colours.  The whole "Deuteronomic" historiography is permeated by the apology against apostasy from the God of the covenant.  The ministries of Elijah and Elisha are one great apology against Baalism, showing that everything that Baal claims to provide ‑‑ fertility, life, rain, food, fire ‑‑ actually comes from Yahweh and can be withheld by him if it pleases him.  The writings of the Later Prophets are predominantly apologetic, in their call to repentance, their indictment of the apostasy and promises of restoration.

In the light of the foregoing, it would seem to be worth the while to measure all "natural" religion by the standards of God's revealed truth in the Old Testament.  It would also seem to be profitable, even essential, to study African religion in the light of this revelation of God in Scripture.  That is what this thesis ventures to do. 

1.6
Approach to the Old Testament
In my study of the Old Testament I try to listen to the text in its present form.  Apart from the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, which some scholars may think should not be taken into account in scholarly study, I assume that the authors and/or final redactors of the books of the Old Testament were intelligent people, who had a clear picture of the message they wanted to convey, and were unlikely to allow conflicting “theologies” to render their message ineffectual. Without necessarily subscribing to all aspects of his view with the regards to the role of the believing people in the process of canonization, I agree with Childs (1979:75-77) when on the basis of thorough study of this matter, he takes as his object of study the message of canonical Scripture in the form we have it before us today, thus focusing on the unity in the variety of Scripture.

While accepting that the Old Testament does not offer “history” in the modern, scientific, critical sense of the term, I also do accept that it does offer history of salvation or history of God’s revelation; that is: history interpreted as the course of God’s revelation about himself in his dealings with humankind, and particularly with his people Israel.  Childs wrote that there is no ‘revelation’ apart from the experience of the historical Israel (1979:71).

The authors of the Old Testament books saw a unity, a consistency in the dealings of Yahweh with his people.  In the late nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century, there was a strong tendency among Old Testament scholars to focus their interest rather on the presumed “historical facts behind” the Old Testament record of events, and on the history of the growth of Scripture, especially its sources (Childs, 1979:34-36).  When a scholar such as Von Rad did pay attention to the contents of the Old Testament itself, its teaching were usually regarded, especially when referring to the earlier histories, as no more than a kind of “Gemeindetheologie”.  This rent apart belief and event with such violence that faith was to a large extent left with its feet dangling in the air, with little or no substance in the actual events (Von Rad, 1962, I:108; Conradie, 1981:1-10).  Others, such as De Groot/Hulst (1950), Jacob (1958), Eichrodt (1961,1967), and Helberg (1976 [1]), are more inclined to approach the history of salvation from an historical angle and allow an historical substance to the text and to “the divine reality which Israel testified to have evoked” its response (Childs, 1979:73).

Is there a unifying theme in the Old Testament, and if so, what is that theme?

To this question most Old Testament scholars hesitantly answered in the affirmative.  Hesitantly, since few would be willing to unconditionally arrange the rich variety of the Old Testament under a single theme (Baker, 1976:386), yet affirmative, since they seem to have found some general, unifying theme.  Hasel (1991:28-114) distinguishes ten different models for approaching the Old Testament, each with a number of representatives. I can mention but a few I have found in different Theologies of the Old Testament.

L. Köhler found this theme in the idea of the sovereign Lord (1947:11-13).

E. Jacob found it in the idea of Yahweh as the living, active God (1958:37-42).

Gerhard von Rad would be no more specific than to indicate the theme of YHWH as God, while for the rest it consists of books representing a number of divergent theologies (Helberg, 1983:59; Hasel, 1991:146).

In this R. Rendtorff seems to agree with Von Rad when he states that the idea of a unifying theme  cannot be found in the text itself, but would have to be introduced from outside (1970:109).  Later, however (1983:290), he expresses himself positively about the unity of the messages of the individual books.

W. Eichrodt took the idea of the covenant to be the unifying theme of the Old Testament, and based this on the factual nature of the divine revelation, which he did recognize (1961:36-69).

J. Bright saw the Kingdom of God as the unifying theme (1953); Th. C. Vriezen, the fellowship between God and man (1974:191); and W. C. Kaiser narrowed it down to the idea of the promise (1978:41-42) -- which does not do full justice to the presence of God in the Old Testament and the joyful experience of fulfilment to be found in it.

H. D. Preusz finds the unifying theme in the election of Israel (“der erwählende Gott”, 1991:25-30)
Otto Kaiser discusses this unity in the third section of his book “Der Gott des Alten Testaments” (1993:157), and finds it in the relationship between Yahweh and his people Israel.

To my mind, by far the most acceptable and best motivated theme is that propounded by Helberg (1976, 1, Vol. 1:30-46), to wit, the Kingdom of God, which he defines as “the sovereign, living God, exercising his absolute rule in intimate covenant relationship with humankind, through his Word, in the course of history, despite the fact that humankind is mortally fallen”.

I can accept this theme, for more than one reason.  

Firstly, it is founded on what the Old Testament teaches about itself (Helberg, 1990:4), and does not introduce ideas foreign to the Old Testament from outside the text itself (“an abstract divining-rod” Hasel [1991:144] calls this).

Secondly, it is specific enough to distinguish the Old Testament from all other religious books, except for the New Testament, which has the same main theme, although seen from another angle and dispensation.

Thirdly, it encompasses the whole of the Old Testament in its kaleidoscopic variety.  Like all the themes proposed by leading Old Testament scholars (Hasel, 1991:168), it is theocentric.  It includes the definition of Köhler, but specifies how God exercises his sovereignty; of Jacob, but indicates the focus of God’s activity; of Vriezen, but is specific in pointing out God’s sovereignty in his fellowship with man (which Vriezen himself pointed out in the latest edition of his Theology: 1974:10); of Eichrodt, while elaborating on the relationship between the covenant and God’s Kingship; of Preusz, while placing election in its proper setting of God’s sovereign rule and its purpose of fellowship.

Helberg’s definition includes all of these themes.  It does not sacrifice its sharp focus in an unrealistic attempt at being comprehensive;  neither does it succumb to the temptation of forcing the whole of the Old Testament through the narrow funnel of one aspect of its revelation (as is the case especially with W. C. Kaiser with his “promise” theme).

The historical books demonstrate God’s rule in history.

The prophetic books reveal how God guides his people in the course of history by his Word, and, what is very important, corrects them (Helberg, 1992:419).  The Old Testament does not glorify Israel or hide their wrongdoings as the books of the nations do.

The psalms tell us how God’s people reacts to his rule under many different circumstances.

The wisdom literature brings to the fore many aspects of God’s rule.  It addresses problems and provides the answers: If God rules justly, why do innocent people suffer (Job; Psalm 73) ?  God/s rule cannot be fathomed by humans (Ecclesiastes).  How do people live in peace with eachother under God’s rule (Proverbs)?

The apocalyptic literature deals with the consummation of God’s rule, when his people will be vindicated.

Since this seems to me to be a useful model for studying the topic of this dissertation, I intend to follow it in this study of the Old Testament idea of God when comparing it with those of Africa.

PART ONE
Chapter Two

GOD'S SELF-REVELATION IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

AND AFRICAN CONCEPTS OF GOD
It would be a fallacy to generalize about "the African idea of God" (McVeigh, 1974:81, commenting on Edwin Smith), as if there were a more or less uniform idea of the deity in African  Traditional  Religion.  In my studies I did not come across any author who ventured to analyze and systematize the different models of concepts of God in Africa, but in this chapter I hope to demonstrate that there is indeed a variety of concepts. Smith (1950) and Mbiti (1970) collected a mass of valuable material, enough to indicate that Africa harbours a caleidoscopic variety of concepts of God.  Except for "African Ideas of God" (1950) I refer to the other books of Edwin Smith, which are difficult to obtain, only indirectly from McVeigh, who summarized the whole oevre of Smith in his book "God in Africa" (1974).  One of the most important and interesting among recent studies is probably the doctoral thesis of Setiloane, published in 1976 under the title, "The Image of God among the Sotho‑Tswana", of which a condensed version appeared in 1986 under the title, "African Theology.  An Introduction". Dr. Setiloane is a Christian theologian and Methodist minister, but he is actually a man of two worlds, since he is also by birth and upbringing completely at home in the African view of life.

In approaching this subject, one should realize that within one people with a supposedly homogeneous concept of God, there are usually many variations from person to person or between families, depending on personal reflection or lack of it, the influence of Christian beliefs, or the traditions of the particular family in which a person grew up (McVeigh, 1974:13,16).  This is the case among Western Europeans, as any informed person can testify.  Among Afrikaans-speaking Christians one might find individuals with a thoroughly biblical concept of God next to the occasional fanatic for whom God is still a sort of tribal god of the Afrikaans people.  "The African view of God", says McVeigh, "is characterized by ambiguity.  There are Africans who make no clear distinction between God and mana;  others identify God with 'Cosmic Mana'; and still others distinguish a personal God from 'Cosmic Mana'.  While there are differences between tribes, often in the same tribe one can find represented all these views.  Moreover, the lines of demarcation are not always clear in any given individual" (1974:18).  Researchers are often faced with conflicting statements by different informants.  Gehman (1989:195) points out that whereas Mbiti regards Mulungu as personal, Ndeti states that Mulungu is impersonal, in the words: "The notion of a personal God is extremely naive and does not make sense in the Akamba belief."

Perhaps the way a person interprets the beliefs of his people often reflects what he himself thinks they should believe!

From the various concepts of God that present themselves in these studies, at least six basic models can be distinguished, which I intend to discuss further on.  However, there is another aspect of African cosmology which has to be discussed first in order to grasp the nature of African "theology".

2.1 
The Hierarchy of Forces
The people of Bantu Africa see totality as a hierarchy of forces.  If one could, by means of illustration, use the figure of a ladder, God would be the highest rung of the ladder.  The first ancestor or chief would be directly under him, followed by his descendants in order of seniority.  The living on earth would follow the recently deceased, down to the most insignificant living person.  Every being, every person, is assigned its or his proper place on the ladder.  Harmony, shalom, means knowing and accepting one's place in totality and living in accordance with it (Tempels, 1946:32‑38).

This concept is of great importance for understanding the ideas of God in Africa, as will be illustrated below.  It furnishes a common factor in the variety of concepts, and that is the factor of remoteness and inaccessability.  Whether God is conceived as the first ancestor or the absolute Creator of the world, he stands on the top rung of the ladder and, like a great chief, is not naturally accessable to common people, who are near the bottom of the hierarchical ladder. "Neither the tribal king nor God are to be bothered with the petty problems of men" (McVeigh, 1974:35).

Before we discuss the various concepts of God found in Africa, it is also important to note that in many cases the structure of society is reflected in the concept of God.  "Where the kingship is strong, and the king is hedged about with divinity and only to be approached through a graded hierarchy of underlings, it is natural that the Lord of the universe should be thought of as a remote chief with whom communication is possible only through intermediaries.  Where the governing functions are to some degree delegated, the athmosphere is favourable to the growth of departmental gods, one having to do with war, another with fertility, and so on (Smith, 1950:15).

2.2
Modimo ‑‑ the All‑Pervading, Impersonal Energy of Life
Yahweh, who reveals himself in the Old Testament, is a personal God.  He is the living God.   Whereas in all religions God or the gods are believed to be the source of life, they are usually no more than personified vital forces working in nature (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:183-184).

Yahweh, however, is a Person, with a personal, moral will, who loves his people (Dt 7:8), feels compassion for them (Ex 3:7; Is 63:9), rejoices over them (Jr 31:20), can be grieved by their conduct (Is 63:10), and hates his enemies (Ml 1:3).  His will as well as his love is revealed in his sovereign decree to elect a people for himself.  He concludes a covenant of grace with his people with the purpose of having intimate, personal fellowship with them, as Person to person(s).  He calls himself their Father (Is 1:2; Ml 1:6), and finally becomes man in his Son Jesus Christ.

I have heard many Basotho and Batswana contesting the ideas of Setiloane.  It is very difficult to be sure who is right.  Setiloane, however, founds his theses on thorough research and documentation from the time when christian missionaries first started investigating the Tswana/Sotho concept of God, whereas those who disagree with him found their objections mainly on their own observations from contemporary beliefs and on their personal perceptions, which one can expect to be strongly influenced by the biblical idea of God.  The Batswana are reputed to be nominally 95% christianized (Kritzinger, J. J., 1988:67).

In any case, Setiloane's perception of the nature of Modimo is not an isolated instance, but is a model for quite a number of instances from other African peoples, which we will refer to after having discussed Setiloane's views.  Smith (1950:21) refers to Driberg, who states that "he had no hesitation in affirming that the religious beliefs and philosophy of the African are fixed primarily on the concept of a universal Power or Energy, which informs and is the cause of all life.  'This spiritual force consists of an abstract Power or natural potency, all‑pervasive and definitely never regarded anthropomorphically.'"  (See also McVeigh, 1974:16).

It will be easy to prove that Driberg is wrong in writing about "the African" as if there were only one concept of God in Africa, but as far as the Sotho/Tswana and a number of other tribes are concerned, what he writes accords with the views of Setiloane.  Further on in the same study (1950:33), Smith affirms his own observations from many peoples, that God is to the Africans primarily Power ‑‑ the Power working in things, above and below.

If there is one cardinal aspect of the Sotho‑Tswana image of God about which Setiloane is adamant, it is that Modimo is not a person.  In his book he constantly refers to Modimo as IT.  "As borne out in our analysis of the word in Sotho‑Tswana MODIMO was never conceived of as a 'person'.  It was understood to be something intangible, invisible, a natural phenomenon able to penetrate and percolate into things:

"In trying to understand this conception which seems to underlie all Bantu belief and practice, it is helpful to recall the modern doctrine of energy as one of the fundamental physical existences.  In one of its potential forms energy lies dormant in all matters, associated with its ultimate atoms and giving no indication of its presence... It is boundless and inexhaustible, if only we know how to harness it to our needs..." (Setiloane, 1986:27, referring to E. W. Smith ‑‑ The Religion of the Lower Races:9). 

One of the results of this study is to demonstrate that the African concept of God is quite different from the biblical one. The following quotations shed an interesting light on Setiloane's relativistic view of religion and revelation:  "Indeed, a major motivation for this research is that, while Christian theological study filled out my western concept of God, that concept seemed increasingly to be alien from my experience of MODIMO mediated by my own Christian, yet still radically Sotho‑Tswana, upbringing" (1976:79).  "It is the missionaries who injected into the Modimo concept of BaTswana the idea of 'Person' (being) and 'father'" (1986:23)!

When describing the Sotho‑Tswana view of God in more specific terms, Setiloane writes, "Modimo is 'selo se se boitshegang; sa poitshego, se se tshabegang, se se mashwe' (a fearful, awful, ugly, monstrous, weird, uncanny, numinous thing)" (1976:84; 1986:22).  "But all these are not derogatory words," says Setiloane. "Instead, they convey as the word boitshegang does, numinousness, unapproachability, taboo, Holiness" (1986:25).

Setiloane describes the relation between Modimo and the world as that of 'Pan‑en‑Theism':  "MODIMO is the Source: (Motlhodi).  Another dominant idea about the experiences of MODIMO is that it is the Source of life, all life, human, animal and that of things.  It is this experience that has won this Religion the term Animism. This Force Vitale is in everything, everywhere, at all times.  It therefore gives meaning to things.  John Robinson in Honest to God brings up a new word for this kind of religious experience of Divinity:  'Pan‑en‑Theism'." (1986:28)   (Actually H. G. Stoker has been using this term long before Robinson!  See Koers IV 4; February 1937, quoted in Stoker, 1970: 9‑17.  G. C. van de Kamp calls the views of both Pannenberg and Moltmann panentheism.  See Van de Kamp, 1985:180,185).

Traditionally Modimo, being the greatest Power, the Source of all power, the top rung of the cosmic ladder, is associated with dangerous and powerful taboo.  Smith (1950:121) draws our attention to the fact that from their earliest years children are taught that the word modimo, in so far as it refers to the Creator, is a great taboo, the mere mention of which in the ears of the people would cause death to the profane one. The effect of this taboo, which has been so long in operation, was the loss of any desire to think about him, and has almost amounted to a prohibition to do so by the general body of the tribe. (See also McVeigh, 1974:61).

It is quite clear that this idea of God, even considering the partial analogy of fear for the Name of God, vastly differs from that of the Old Testament, where the Name of God is used reverently, yet frequently, for the sake of fellowship in prayer.  In the Old Testament the prohibition is not about the use of the Name Yahweh, but about the abuse of it (Ex. 20:7).

There are a number of other peoples whose concepts of God are very similar to that of the Basotho. One of those peoples is the Shangana‑Tonga group with their concept of Tilo.  "Above these gods which the ordinary people know, 'worship' and call by name", says Smith (1950:112‑113), "there exists a Power which for the majority remains ill‑defined and anonymous.   They call it (or him) Tilo.”  “Tilo,” says Dr Junod, is not only an immense, solid vault which rests on the earth:  it is a 'spiritual principle'...It is a power which acts and manifests itself in various ways. It is sometimes called hosi, a chief, a lord...This power, however, is generally regarded as something entirely impersonal...Tilo regulates and presides over great cosmic phenomena to which men must submit..." (Junod, 1927:431).

About Jok, God as perceived by the Lango of Uganda, Mbiti writes (1970:17), "The Lango consider God to be a neutral power, permeating the universe, neither well nor badly disposed towards mankind, unless made use of by man."  Perhaps McVeigh is right when he quotes Smith as writing, "We have seen that the Bantu believe the world to be permeated by hidden mysterious energies, and it would seem that many of them do not already distinguish God from these;  to them God is the power that works in and from the sky" (1974:16).  Smith himself observes that Mulungu seems often to be perceived as an impersonal force (1950:58-59).

Within the framework of this set of concepts, African peoples often speak of the concept of predestination.  "The Tswana consider God to be responsible for moulding the destiny of each individual" (Mbiti, 1970: 54).  So the Barundi hold that Imana predestines the state of each person, so that one is poor, another is rich, one gets many children, another is barren (Mbiti, 1970:54).  It is remarkable that precisely among those peoples where God is conceived to be an impersonal power, this concept of predestination is so prominent.  It should be noted how radically this concept differs from the biblical idea of election.  In the bible it is founded on the sovereign love and grace of a personal God;  here it is a stoic type of determinism.

2.3
INkosi yeZulu ‑‑ the Far‑away, Uninvolved God
As with many peoples outside the sphere of God’s particular revelation to Israel and in Scripture (Kaiser, O, 1993:91), the Nguni idea of God is to a large extent a projection of their own system of chieftainship.

Cullen Young (1950:53) remarks about the Ngoni of Northern Malawi, "I have very often felt, when listening to Christian Ngoni prayers and hymns and comparing them with the Tumbuka, Chewa or Tonga,  that both tone and phraseology of approach are markedly less touched with what I can only describe as the warmth of simple trust.  How far it is legitimate to argue back to pre‑Christian thought from present‑day devotional phraseology and voice‑tones I hesitate to say.  But I have felt that the idea of great kingship as interpreted by a fighting and conquering people has to some extent hardened the line of the mental picture."

In saying this, Young endorses the remarks of Smith himself about the idea of God often being a projection of the structure of society.  "What the Ngoni carried with them to Northern Nyasaland were titles indicative of shear power:  uNkurunkuru, uNkurumnqango, uTixo, iNkosi.  Behind each and all the king as autocrat seems to be implied and there is, I think, much less implication of a thoughtful concern, with implied sympathy for man, than in the Chiuta and Mulungu ideas" (1950:53).

The Ngoni are, of course, closely related to the Nguni peoples of Southern Africa, and the same observations may be made about their idea of God.  This is how the Nguni conceive God.   Berglund (1976:32‑51) describes how the Zulu think about him:  "'We wonder what he is like and what he is going to do.'  'I think of him as I would think of Dr Verwoerd in Pretoria.  I have no direct interest, but I think of him because I live under his rulership.'  'I know that he is there (in the sky), but I know nothing more about him.  So how can I think of him, when I know nothing about him.  He does not appear to us at night (i.e. in dreams).  We simply hear people talking softly sometimes, whispering that he has shown himself in that somebody has been taken (i.e. struck by lightning).  That is all we know of him.'  Another informant said: 'We do not love him as we love the shades.  He is too far away to love.  One can only love the one that is near.  But we fear him... He has amawala (a haphazard way of acting).  So I speak correctly when I say that one cannot love one who is not trustworthy.  He is not trustworthy in that we do not know what to expect of him'" (1976:42).

Mbiti quotes the Zulu people saying, "We know nothing of his mode of life, nor the principles of his government.  His smiting is the only thing we know" (1970:27).

When reading this, one is immediately reminded of the covenant faithfulness of God as revealed in the Old Testament.  He does not have amawala.  He can be trusted, not only in his covenant of grace, but also in his covenant with mankind with regards to nature, as revealed in the report about the covenant with Noah.  See Genesis 9, especially verses 8‑17.  Even when his anger seems to operate unexpectedly, as at the death of the inhabitants of Beth Shemesh (I Sm 6:19), or at the death of Uzzah (2 Sm 6:7), the reason for this anger is quite clear;  it is God's punishment on those who disregarded his holiness.

INkosi yeZulu can be approached through the shades, as is done annually at the Umkhosi festival (Mbiti, 1970:43).  In exceptional circumstances, such as times of severe drought, when the prayers to the shades produce no results, local chiefs or persons of special authority may approach him directly, as described by Berglund (1976:45).

Monica Hunter wrote about the Pondo (1961:269):  "There is no proof that the Pondo, before contact with Europeans, believed in the existence of any Supreme Being, or beings, other than the amathongo.  They had two words, umdali (creator, ukudala, to mould, to form) and umenzi (maker: ukwenza, to make), which might suggest a belief in a creator, but there is no system of rites or complex of beliefs connected with these words."

The name used by Christians for God is uThixo, which was derived from the Khoi word for God.  The fact that it was deemed necessary to use a word of foreign derivation indicates that there was no indigenous Xhosa word which seemed to the first Xhosa Christians to be suitable for referring to God.  It seems as if the Xhosa people had known and used this name even before the arrival of the first missionaries.  According to Hunter, all Pondo, even those who have not come under direct Christian influence, "assert positively that they have always known the word uThixo, and that they always called upon uThixo when they sneezed, when they were saved from danger (as in a battle), and when laying a stone upon the isivivane... Deformed births are attributed to uThixo. Of a deformed person it is said udaliwe ngoThixo (he was created by uThixo), and an insane person is called umntu kaThixo (the person of uThixo)... Lightning is sometimes referred to as inkosi yezulu (chief of the heaven), but informants state that this is only an ukuhlonipha, a polite mode of reference to something that is feared.  As with the other words which might imply belief in a Supreme Being there is no system of beliefs or practices associated with inkosi yezulu" (1961:270). The same applies to the High God Kyumbi of the Pare people in Tanzania;  they know nothing about him except that he is the Creator of all things;  beyond that he is not interested in them nor they in him (McVeigh, 1974:49).

The fact that disasters such as deformed births and being struck by lightning is regarded as manifestations of God, suggest that it is believed to be dangerous if he, as the highest in the hierarchy of forces, approaches the lesser forces such as man.  The Konde people of Malawi regards any sign of nearness or involvement in their lives by Kyala, the High God, as highly dangerous and undesirable.  One of the few prayers ever directed to Kyala is one in which he is asked to go away and leave them alone:  "Go far from here, O God.  Go to the Sango, because your house is great" (McVeigh, 1974:94).

The hierarchical order is strictly maintained among Bantu people.  One usually communicates with another person next to oneself in the hierarchy of forces.  Disregarding the intermediate rungs of the ladder and communicating directly with someone separated from one by a number of rungs (to use our metaphor again), is usually taboo.  It amounts to disregarding the hierarchy of forces.  "Water does not run past a hole", the proverb goes.

This implies that, if God is the highest rung of the ladder, and ordinary living people among the lowest rungs, it is highly irregular and very dangerous for them to have direct access to him.  Normally he can only be approached through a whole series of mediators, such as the ancestor spirits, via the living chief.  This idea unfortunately still plays a role in the faith of African Christians, who often think of God as inaccessible and therefore turn to the spirits in times of need and crisis (McVeigh, 1974:175).

To this one must compare the very prominent Old Testament teaching about the nearness of God.  He speaks to Abraham personally (Genesis 12 and passim), pays him a visit in the company of two other heavenly beings, discusses with him the judgement on Sodom and Gomorrah (Gn. 18), just as he used to visit his children in the Garden of Eden before the Fall (Gn. 3).   His word, his commandments, are not far from Israel, on the other side of the sea or up in the sky.  "No, it is here with you.  You know it and can quote it, so now obey it" (Dt. 30:11‑14).  Jacob (1958: 32) says of the most prominent themes of the Old Testament, "Two closely connected themes have come to our notice more forcibly than others, the themes of the presence and the action of God."

2.4
The Indulgent Cosmic Grandfather
The Venda people have a proverb which says, "Grandfather is an ant-hill.  We climb on it in play."  This expresses the patience and endless indulgence of grandparents.  To many Africans, this is what God is like.  This view often permeates the others mentioned here, whether that of Modimo, the impersonal force, or of Inkosi yeZulu, the Great Creator King, or of Mwari, the first chief or ancestor, or even of Leza, the personal, transcendent God.  Smith's observations about the role of Leza in the lives of people seem to differ somewhat from those of Hopgood.  He says, "That Leza should take cognisance of all the doings of men, and regard them with approval or disapproval, is an idea quite foreign to their minds.  In all their invocations of Leza there is no confession of sin" (McVeigh, 1974:92).  "God will never create a person and then reject him or her", is the comfort often offered on funerals, whether Christian or pagan, and whether the deceased was a believer or not.  Smith affirms this when he writes that "God is so good and kind that he never sends trouble or distress, and therefore men have no need to fear and propitiate him" (McVeigh, 1974:63.  Also Kawale:10).  This concept is fairly wide-spread but not universal.  Therefore I mention it as a separate concept of God.

The Old Testament very clearly reveals that God judges his people.  When man sins for the first time, he is called to account and punished (Genesis 3).  The flood is God's judgement on the depravities of humankind, as are the battles of Joshua and the Israelites on the sins of the Canaanites. The wars of the Aramaens against Israel, the exile to Assyria and the exile of Judah to Babylonia, is God's punishment and judgement on his people.  He will finally judge all peoples (Isaiah 24, to mention but one instance).

2.5
Mwari ‑‑ the First Ancestor‑Chief
Here we take Mwari as a model, he being the typical model for the concepts of God of quite a large number of peoples, such as the Akan about whose God Danquah writes, "God is not the wholly other but the 'Great Ancestor', 'the trunk of the tree from which man is a branch', so that Akan religion is in a sense 'the worship of the race'" (McVeigh, 1974:28).

This is the image of God among the Shona and Venda peoples.  The Venda refer to God as either Raluvhimba or Mwari.  It would appear that Raluvhimba was originally a skygod, as is indicated by his name, which means, "the father of the African lanner", who flies faster than the lanner.  But at present all Venda, when asked about it, state that Raluvhimba and Mwali is one and the same.

Different Shona groups have different conceptions of Mwari.  To some he is simply Mwari vaMatonjeni (Daneel, 1970:15-70), who is conceived in such crudely anthropomorphic terms that he could impregnate human women (Daneel, 1970:22).  Other Shona are adamant in their opinion that Mwari has always been conceived as a skygod (Mwari weDenga), and that many Shona people did not take any notice of Mwari vaMtonjeni.  However, I take as a model in this case Mwari vaMatonjeni, Mwari of the Matopo Hills, for whom both the Shona and Venda peoples have a cult, and who represents a distinct model.
Mwari is not quite as remote as INkosi yeZulu of the Nguni peoples.  Regular oracles are found among people who have this concept of God.  There is still a cult of Mwari practised by the Shona at the Matopo Hills near Bulawayo in Zimbabwe.   Previously the Venda chiefs also used to send delegations with offerings to that place.  "Mwari's close association with the apex of the ancestral world has contributed both towards His anthropomorphic image and has made Him the transcendent God, the One Above.  Had it not been for the oracular shrines He may have become as remote as some of the other African highgods, of which Taylor writes: 'beginning in this world as part of the <human> hierarchy of the living and the ancestors they the gods are eventually, as we might say, pushed through the sky‑light and lost sight of'" (Daneel, 1970:17).  Schutte (1978:112, 114) also states as the conclusion of his research, and referring specifically to the Ngomalungundu legend, that Mwali is the Ancestor God of the Vhasenzi and Vhakalanga, the first great king of the Vhasenzi, who later moved into Venda and subjected the local peoples.  Mwali is also supposed to have visited the Venda people at Haluvhimbi in Eastern Venda, at Musekwa, Mudzivhadi and in the country of the people of Tshivhula near the Saltpan (Schutte, 1978:119-120).

The same type of concept is found among the Lozi, about whom Smith (1950:27‑28) writes, "His immanence is expressed symbolically in stories such as those of the Balozi about how Nyambe, while he still was living among men on earth, married several wives and by them begat children who became the nations which differ in appearance, language and custom.  It is their belief that the pure Balozi descend from one wife and all the royal family from another."  Here we have a classical example of the idea that God was the first human being or the first chief of the people.

At the same place in his book, Smith quotes Danquah who writes about Nyame, the High God of the Akan, "Akan knowledge of God [Nyame] teaches that he is the Great Ancestor.  He is a true high God and manlike ancestor of the first man.  As such ancestor He deserves to be worshipped, and is worshipped in the visible ancestral head, the good chief of the community . . . Life, human life, is one continuous blood, from the originating blood of the Great Source of that blood."

According to Mbiti (1970:114), the Edo people of Nigeria also imagine God (Osa) to be a king with many wives and children, living in great splendour.

Strangely enough, among a Nguni people like the Swazi is to be found the same kind of idea in the belief about Umkhulumncandi. Of him Hilda Kuper writes (1947:191), "Umkhulumncandi is an otiose Great Ancestor (Lidloti lelikhulu).  He is never specifically mentioned in prayer or sacrifice, nor does he intervene in enforcing the ethics of the culture.  Swazi are not interested in him, just as he is not interested in them.  Having 'broken off' all things on earth, the trees, mountains and people, and having sent death to man, there gradually intervened between him and mankind the immediate dead, bound more closely with the living."

It seems that among the Zulu the idea of God is not quite consistent.  On the one hand there is INkosi yeZulu, the remote God who has never been human and is not related to man.  On the other hand there is the idea of UMvelingqangi, who can be compared to the Swazi Umkhulumncandi, and, just like Mwali of the Venda, is reputed to have wives and children (Mbiti, 1970:114).

When comparing these ideas to the revelation about God in the Old Testament, two observations should be briefly made here, which we intend to expand on later in the chapters about election and covenant.  In the first place there is no trace of the idea that God is or ever has been genialogically related to man.  He is always the sovereign Creator, which by that fact is sui generis, essentially different from man (Vriezen, 1974:187).

In the second place, when God is referred to as Father in the Old Testament, that refers to his authority, and to his election of Israel (Is 64:8).  The verbs used in these cases, qanah (acquire), casah (make) and konen (establish), refer to his sovereign act of election and salvation rather than begetting through his Spirit (Keil, 1875:458).  But it does imply that he is near, loving, concerned (Is 63:16).

2.6
Leza of the Tonga/Ila: Theism in Africa
If ever there were a concept of God outside the sphere of revelation in Scripture which closely corresponds to that of the Old Testament, that concept would be the idea that the Tonga people of Zambia have of God.  According to Hopgood (1950: 74) "the Tonga conceptions of God... have much in common with the thought of the Old Testament, especially with the conception of God as the All‑Powerful transcendent Being described in some of the majestic passages of the latter part of the book of Isaiah and other parts of the prophetical books."  This is born out by listening to what Hopgood has to tell us about his observations among the Tonga people.

The name Lesa/Leza is used to indicate God ammong a number of peoples in Zambia, such as the Bemba, Lamba, Kaonde, Lala, and the Yeye of the northern Kalahari, and also a number of peoples in Zaire (Smith, 1950:75).  Another people who seems to have similar views about God, is the Nandi of East Africa, who make daily prayers to Assista, the Supreme God (McVeigh, 1974:109).  The Chagga of Tanzania believe that Ruwa punishes a disobedient child, a thief and a traitor to his tribe (McVeigh, 1974:93).

2.6.1  A Personal God
That Leza is conceived of as personal, is indicated by more than one observation of Hopgood.  In the first place he is sometimes called Father:  "Leza ngutateesu" (Leza is our Father).  Personal characteristics, such as anthropopathisms, are also ascribed to him; he is said sometimes to become angry  (Hopgood, 1950:64,65).

His personal character is also attested to by the names he is referred by:  Cilenga (Creator), Lubumba (Moulder), Simalelo (Master), Munamazuba (Ancient One, with the same meaning as found in Dn 7:22, which is also expressed by the Zulu name Simakade), Syatwaake (Owner), Mutalabala ( The Omnipresent), Ciyobolola (Preserver), Civuna (Deliverer), Keemba (The Angry One).  To be honest, one has to concede that Smith himself, who also stayed with the Tonga people for a number of years, is of the opinion that it is not fully clear whether Leza is to be conceived of as "It" or "He", although, when saying "Leza rains" or "Leza falls", they invariably use personal rather than impersonal class prefixes (McVeigh, 1974:12, 17).

2.6.2  The Transcendent Creator
Hopgood says (1950:72), "I have not found that Leza is ever thought of as father in any anthropomorphic and physical sense. Leza... is spirit and not body, and as such is commonly thought of as sexless, though there seem to be traces of an idea that he combines both male and female characteristics.  In describing the way in which he brought the first human beings into the world, the word commonly used is bumba ‑‑ the verb used of the potter's activities ‑‑ to mould, fashion, form.  The noun bulongo, 'clay, earth', is also used in this connection, so that in Tonga tradition as to the origin of man we have an exact parallel to the Hebrew thought in Genesis ii.7."

The same idea of Lesa/Leza as the transcendent Creator is found among other peoples who use this name for God, such as the Lamba and Kaonde (Hopgood, 1950:76).  The Nuer concept of God also closely corresponds to this, although the Nuer are not related to the Tonga (McVeigh, 1974:144).

This concept is the more striking when one compares it with that found among the Southern African tribes, where there is the general idea that the first men emerged from the earth or from a thicket of reeds (Inter alia Bleek, 1952:1; Smith, 1950:120).

2.6.3  A God who is Involved in what Happens on Earth
Perhaps the most distinguishing feature of the Tonga idea of God, is the fact that according to them Leza is intimately involved in what happens among men.  He is not the Deus absconditus, the Deus otiosus who represents the African concept of God in general.   

Of the Tonga idea of Leza Hopgood writes (1950:62, 63),  "Whatever exists owes its existence to Leza, and whatever happens is due to his activity, even though it may often baffle one to discover any other reason why a thing should happen.

"The Tonga seem indeed to have very little idea of secondary causes.  Hence they speak of all events, both in the realm of nature and in human life and experience, as brought about directly by Leza."

This is a case of very close correspondence between the Tonga and the Old Testament idea of God, a point which will be elaborated on in 4.4.5.5.

2.6.4
  Sacrifices and prayers
While among many other peoples in Southern Africa there are no sacrifices offered to God and prayers only in exceptional cases, in the case of Leza sacrifices are often offered to him.   Although prayers are usually addressed to the ancestor spirits (mizimu), they are sometimes spontaneously addressed directly to Leza, whether in the case of a request or expression of gratitude ‑‑ which latter is rare indeed in Africa! (Hopgood 1950:67,74).

The Tonga/Ila concept of mampuba, "fear, reverence and affection" (McVeigh, 1974:19), is very close to the biblical concept of "the fear of the Lord".

2.6.5  Omnipresence
This idea is already expressed in the name Mutalabala, the Omnipresent One.  Hopgood relates the story of a young Tonga man who went to visit his Lozi mother in Barotseland, and when she, from the background of her Lozi idea of God, expressed her amazement at the idea that God was to be found among the Tonga too, he answered that Leza is everywhere.  "He is like the sun. If you can find a land where the sun is unknown, there only may you expect to find that the inhabitants know nothing of God" (1950:72).

2.6.6  Leza and Human Behaviour
Whereas among most African peoples, God is not supposed to be concerned with human behaviour in general, and often only with matters that concern cosmic order, Leza is, according to Hodgood, supposed to be concerned with moral right and wrong among people.  He relates the incident of a fireside discussion about God.  "'How is it,' a young man asked, 'that we mortals, knowing that there is a God above, continue to sin?'" (1950:71).

A Bemba woman told me that often, when a child is disobedient, it is told, "Lesa alekumona" (God can see you).

It should be pointed out that the Tonga/Ila do not seem to be consistent in their views about Leza, as has been demonstrated in 2.4.  Some see him as the uninvolved, indulgent cosmic Grandfather.  Moreover, even among the peoples who have this theistic concept of God, the spirits are still the intermediaries and the ones who are trusted with one's needs and to whom prayers and offerings are most often directed.

2.7  Katonda and the Lubare: Polytheism
Whereas in Southern Africa, up to Malawi, Zaire and Zambia, the idea of God is usually monotheistic, the concepts of the Baganda and neighbouring peoples are rather crudely polytheistic.  According to H. B. Thomas (1950:204‑206) this polytheism developed only during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as a result of the threat from the Luo people who invaded Buganda from the north.  This threat lead to the erection of a number of shrines to spirits of mighty ancestors, balubare, whose status in the course of time were enhanced to that of secondary deities.

When Alexander Mackay arrived in Uganda in the seventies of the previous century, he found this cult firmly established (Kropholler, 1890:143f.).

According to Smith, there are four grades of ancestral spirits or divinities which, in their relationship to the living, may be understood in terms of four concentric circles.  The nearest circle is occupied by the individual's own guardian spirit or namesake, the second of the family spirits, the third the community spirits or the spirits of the village heads, and the fourth the spirits of the great national chiefs, which are sometimes elevated to the status of divinities (McVeigh, 1974: 32).  Since God is conceived by most peoples as being part of the cosmos and even of the family of humanity, and the essential difference between God and man because of that becomes vague, tribal spirits of chiefs with exceptional prestige could easily cross the threshold to divinity in the mind of the people.  Miskotte (1939:66) points out that in natural religion the dividing line between God and man and even between gods and demons is vague, with the result that this line can be crossed in more than one direction relatively easily.

This polytheism is a model for the concepts of god in many other African cultures, especially to the north of Uganda and in West Africa, as for instance among the Yoruba and Kono (Parrinder, 1950:224‑266),  the Ashanti (McVeigh, 1974:34,35).   Possibly the Tswana "deities" Cosa  (Tshosa ?), the god of destiny, and Nape, the god of divination, fall under this category (McVeigh, 1974:36).

It seems as if in general, where society developed an intricate hierarchical system, this system was projected onto the concept of God and polytheism developed. Where there were no similar developments, monotheism is the common system.

2.8  God part of the cosmos
In all these models, God is the highest rung of the ladder of totality, but he does not stand outside or above the ladder.  There may be some exceptions to this rule, as in the case of some Zulu people who call INkosi epeZulu by the epithet UZivelele (He who came into existence by himself).  This is, however, not the rule.  Usually God may be the Creator, but then never in the sense of Creator ex nihilo.  Rather he is responsible for the formatio, or else he is the Father of all, who as such has a natural, genetic relationship to his creatures or descendants.  Yahweh is not part of creation and was never conceived of as such in the Old Testament.  He is not a "nature god", but the God of history  (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:184).

This brings us to the next aspect to be compared, viz.

2.9  The Remote and Incomprehensible God
Few Africans would contest that God is the Creator.  He is often refered to as the maintainer of cosmic order.  That belongs to his position as the highest of cosmic forces.  In this sense he can indeed said to be active.  But INkosi yeZulu, which seems to be the classical type of High God in Africa, and even Mwari, is not active in the lives of people.  Being so far and high above man on earth, he cannot be expected to be involved in the doings and predicaments of man.  He does not interfere.  Mbiti (1970:8) writes, "Since people are more immediately concerned with the daily affairs of human life, their awareness of God's presence is not uppermost in their consciousness.   They often relegate it to events, phenomena, and objects which are 'dangerous', desolate, dynamic, and removed from the centre of human life.  The chief of these is heaven or sky, which forms the furthest bounds of human imagination, and it is 'there' where he is specially believed to dwell."

The spiritual beings who are actually concerned with man and his behaviour are the ancestor spirits, the badimo or mizimu.  They are man's next of kin, and therefore much nearer to him in the hierarchy.  They are the ones who are supposed to be concerned with the well-being of the clan of the living, the ones addressed in prayer, the ones to whom offerings are brought and from whom help is asked.  They are the ones who can bring blessing or disaster (McVeigh, 1974:38).

The Nuer, and the Tonga/Ila with their concept of Leza, seem to be an exception to this rule.  According to Mbiti, the Ila have a name for Leza, Shikakunamo (The Besetting one).  He tells us of a legend of the Ila in which an old woman goes on a futile search for Shikakunamo, until at last she is told, "The Besetting One sits on the back of everyone of us, and we cannot shake him off" (Mbiti, 1970:13).

The remoteness of God is often manifested in the reluctance to utter his name.  "Inhibition of the name may be the effect or the cause of a decrease in religious vitality: no longer do the people say with complete assurance 'Jehovah is my shepherd'; God seems to withdraw with His name (which is part of His personality) until he fades out of consciousness and the vacuum is to some degree filled by other beings" (Smith, 1950: 10).  Cullen Young writes that in  his experience of twenty‑seven years in northern Nyasaland he has notes of only four situations in which direct, spontaneous reference to God was made (1950: 46)!  Robert Moffat, writing about the Batswana in the early nineteenth century, said that Satan had employed his agency, with fatal success, in erasing every vestige of religious impression from the minds of the Batswana (Smith, 1950:83).  To be sure, he was only speaking of his own experience, which probably reflects the reluctance of the Batswana to speak about Modimo, especially to foreigners;  but at least his observations testify to the fact that Modimo was not a near, everyday reality to them.

About Khuzwane of the Balovedu the Krige's write that no one knows what has happened to him and no one ever thinks of him (Krige, 1943:231).

The Ambo (Ovambo) say of Kalunga, ""We catch a faint whisper of God through the ears, but we cannot see him," meaning thereby that there are hints of the existence of God, but that he never shows himself openly (Dymond, 1950:146).

According to Mbiti, the Ngoni, Lamba and Sukuma Nyamwezi peoples believe that God cannot be reached in worship, and the Alur believe that he is effectively unknowable concerning his ultimate nature.  "In every aspect of his nature or being, he is utterly 'the Unexplainable'.  It is perhaps for this reason, that many African peoples have only a few phrases and words that describe the fact of God's existence, and beyond that they readily admit that they do not know much about him.... Many writers mention African peoples who consider God to be supreme, transcendent, or 'remote'... Such societies include the Chagga, Egede, Embu, Galla, Ibibio, Kaonde, Kiga, Lodagaa, Nandi, Ovimbundu, Sangama, Suk, Toro, Turkana, Vugusu and no doubt many more" (1970:14‑16).

The God of the Old Testament is no Deus otiosus.  After creation he did not withdraw to an unreachable distance.  He remains active in history, leading his people, speaking to them and reacting to their needs and deeds (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:262).

There are many indications in the Old Testament that not only blessing, but even disaster comes direct from God.  An old record such as the report about David's census states that, "The LORD was angry with Israel once more, and he made David bring trouble on them" (2 Sm 24:1).  In Isaiah we are told,


"I create both light and darkness;


I bring both blessing and disaster" (Is 45:7).

Among African people who have been strongly influenced by the teachings of Christianity, one often hears people remarking after a disaster, "What can one do against the will of God?"  But the less people have been in contact with Christianity, the less one notices this attitude and the more often one would hear them referring to witches or the ancestor spirits as the cause of disasters.

The acid test of religion is obviously man's behaviour in a crisis.  What he does when afflicted by death or illness, when he is racked with pain, when his crops fail, that indicates what is important in his religion.  In the face of such contingencies, the African finds help in his faith in personal ancestral spirits, but not in God! (Smith, 1950:29).  In some cases God is merely the last resort, 

PART TWO
Chapter Three
APPARENTLY COMMON FEATURES
IN THE IMAGE OF GOD IN AFRICA 

AND IN THE OLD TESTAMENT
3.1
The Precedence of Totality
Among African peoples, the sense of cosmic unity, of a cosmic relationship between all things, is very strong  (Bavinck, 1966:38; Erasmus, 1970:185‑186).  The Old Testament world view also places more emphasis on communal responsibility than western society.  There is, however, one difference of paramount importance between the Biblical and the African view of totality, and that is that in almost all African views God is included in the cosmic totality.  He is an integral part of it. In the Old Testament, God is not an integral part of the cosmos.  He precedes it;  he created it out of nothing;  he is sovereign above it.  The most that can be said about the precedence of totality in the Old Testament, is that the individual is seen in the first place as part of the whole.  The whole is the primary entity, not in the sense that it constitutes the sum of the individual parts, but as an entity in its own right  (De Groot/Hulst (1952:3).

The precedence of totality thus has consequences for the way the Old Testament reveals God's own Person to us, but this does not imply that God is part of the cosmos.

3.2
The Uniqueness of God
The general agreement among the Bantu people about the uniqueness of God is so remarkable, especially when compared to the religions of the Semites, the ancient Egyptians -- who according to Montet (1961:115) peopled the world with an endless array of gods, in the most grotesque forms -- the Indo‑Germans and the primitive Germans, that Edwin Smith published a book (1950), a compendium of articles, with as one of its purposes, proving that monotheism was the religion of primitive man.   Most African peoples, especially those living south of Uganda -- Uganda seems to be an exception in Bantu Africa  (Thomas, 1950:205; Mbiti, 1970:66,117‑120) -- are definitely more consistently monotheistic than Israelites such as the family of Jacob.  Rachel stole the household gods of her father (Gn 31:19), and later (Gn 35:2) Jacob had to tell his family and retinue to get rid of the foreign gods they were carrying along with them!  There are many spirits and mediators between man and god, but "Bantu" Africa, the southern half of this continent, at least seems to be basically monotheistic.  It is no more than logical that only one can be the highest rung of the ladder!

Is there, then, any difference between basic African monotheism and the monotheism of the Old Testament?  Perhaps another question should be answered first, namely:  Is the Old Testament monotheistic?  There is no need to try to make out a case that the Israelite people as a whole were at any stage before the exile a people with an exclusively monotheistic faith.  They were most emphatically not (Dyrness, 1979:48,49), although Kaufmann (1961:passim) uses a considerable part of his space in "The Religion of Israel" trying to prove that they were.  Elijah at one stage complained to the Lord that he had alone remained as a servant of Yahweh (1 Ki 19:14).  It seems that at more than one stage in the history of Israel and Judah, the official state cult went as far as to regard Asherah as the consort of Yahweh (Nicholson, 1986:200) !

On the other hand, there is no doubt that the book of Kings portrays Elijah himself as a monotheist. To him, Baal was no god at all, witness his lack of any reverence for the Canaanite god during the contest with the prophets of Baal at Carmel (1 Ki 18:27).  The question is: How far back does one find a genuine monotheistic faith among the believers of Israel?  According to the prophets, there was hardly any knowledge of Yahweh in Israel before the Exodus.   They did not even know who the God was who sent Moses to them (Ex 3:13‑14).

However, the vital question is not what the popular beliefs in Israel were, but how God revealed himself to Israel.  Did he accommodate himself to the polytheistic background of the people, and so only laid claim to be their only God (monolatry), or did he reveal himself to them as the only God? Was he merely superior in power to the gods of Egypt and Canaan, or were those no gods at all?  Was Moses, therefore, a monotheist or merely a henotheist?

C. F. Keil, in his commentary on Ex 15:11 (1869:53) -- the words, "Who is like unto Thee among the gods, O Jehovah" -- says, "None of the many so‑called gods could perform such deeds."   From these words of Moses it follows that Yahweh is in another category than the other gods, who might as well be ignored.  It is only a short step from Ex 15:11 to Dt 6:4!

I agree with Deist (1981:45) that the book of Deuteronomy probably contains traditions which were much older than the eighth century B. C., and with Craigie (1976:28) that it is impossible to prove that a substantial part of its material is not of Mosaic origin.  This includes the Decalogue and the Shemac.  Now, whereas the Decalogue might still be regarded as a henotheistic document, the Shemac is definitely a monotheistic statement.   To quote from Craigie (1976:169) in his discussion of the Shemac in Dt 6:4:  "These words, which have been called the fundamental monotheistic dogma of the OT, have both practical and theological implications.  The Israelites had already discovered the practical implications when they celebrated the Exodus in song:  'Who is like you, o Lord, among the gods?' (Ex 15:11), a rhetorical question inviting a negative response ‑‑ there were no gods like the Lord!"  In the Exodus, the Israelites had discovered the uniqueness of their God and there was nothing that the Egyptian "gods" could do to stop the Lord's people leaving Egypt.  It was because they had experienced the living presence of their God in history that the Israelites could call the Lord our God.  Thus the oneness and reality of the Lord were practical knowledge to the people.

"But," Craigie continues, "there were also theological implications and the context of this verse indicates its source as a direct revelation from God (v. 1).  The word expresses not only the uniqueness but also the unity of God.  As one God (or the 'Unique'), when he spoke there was no other to contradict;  when he promised, there was no other to revoke that promise;  when he warned, there was no other to provide refuge from that warning.  He was not merely first among the gods, as Baal in the Canaanite pantheon, Amon‑Re in Egypt, or Marduk in Babylon; he was the one and only God and as such he was omnipotent."  One might add that the "One" of Dt 6:4 does not merely express God's "numerical" unity, but also his incommensurability (Miskotte, 1939:218)

Thompson (1974:149), commenting on Dt 10:17 ("For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome..."), remarks, "i.e. supreme God and supreme Lord, the unrestricted Ruler over all powers in heaven and earth (Ps 95:3).  These were not merely honorific titles such as might be used in a polytheistic religion, but were basically an affirmation of monotheism.  Once it is accepted that no other gods or lords have power or significance beside Yahweh and that he alone is worthy of worship and devotion, polytheism is ruled out."

With all this in mind, we can now return to the question about the similarities or dissimilarities in the monotheistic beliefs of African peoples and the Old Testament.


3.2.1  The Role of the Ancestor Spirits
In the first place, it is important to pay attention to the role of the ancestor spirits in the religion of the Bantu peoples.  Since God is so remote and unreachable, almost the whole of religious observance is directed towards them.  Because of the principle that lesser powers cannot approach higher ones in the hierarchy of powers, except those directly above them, people usually shun the idea of approaching God directly (Mbiti, 1970:220, 231).  The ancestors are not gods, but they usurp the function that the Old Testament reserves for God.  Homage is paid to them, not to God.  In sickness, drought, and other disasters, help is sought from them, not from God.  God is unapproachable, they are supposed to be at hand.  God is unknown, they are familiar.

This is the point at which even the concept of Leza, which is similar in so many aspects to that of the Old Testament, diverges most strongly from the biblical idea of God.  Hopgood (1950:68) writes the following: "Leza ngumuzimu mupati, 'God is the greatest of the ancestral spirits,' an informant said.  'It is he who gives us life.' . . . The Tonga do not normally address petitions to Leza himself.  In times of trouble they seek help from the mizimu.  Prayers and petitions addressed to the mizimu,  however, may be accompanied by a specific request that the spirits addressed will lay the matter before God."

Soga (quoted by Smith, 1950:101) says, "Worship is never offered to the Supreme Being direct but through the medium of the ancestral spirits."

If Leza is regarded as the greatest of the ancestral spirits, many peoples actually use the word for an ancestral spirit to denote God himself.  Among them are the Kuku, Acholi, Lango and Lotuko (Mbiti, 1970:269).

Writing about the Owambo, Dymond (1950:137‑138) says that the ancestors might have been regarded originally as mediators between God (Kalunga) and men, but that in practice they have become a barrier between God and mankind.  "They have completely diverted to themselves the kind of worship (latria) which is due to God alone."

In the Old Testament, as Eichrodt puts it, "Where the pagan saw a multitude of different vital and spiritual powers, to the Israelites was revealed the universal power of the one God, who by virtue of his living breath made the multiplicity of the world both dependent upon and related to himself..." (1967:48)  God's covenant people were to trust in him alone for all they needed, and he alone could take the credit for all blessings.   Many offerings were prescribed for expressly this purpose.   On the other hand, every kind of communication with any other spiritual beings was strictly forbidden. See Deuteronomy 18!  It is even expressly motivated with the words, "The LORD your God hates people who do these disgusting things, and that is why he is driving those nations out of the land as you advance" (Dt 18:12).

Yahwism was always fiercely intolerant of all forms of a cult of the dead.   The cult of the dead was universal in the ancient near east, and even more so in Egypt.  As is the case in Africa, there was never a doubt that the dead lived on ‑‑ especially so if this could be assured by means of rites.  This made it extremely important to regulate the relationship of the living to these dead.  The dead could of course do harm.  But, just as in Africa, use could also be made of their higher knowledge.  The Old Testament categorically forbids these practices.  It is against this background that Deuteronomy requires a man who is offering the first‑fruits solemnly to avow that he has allotted none of them as a meal for the dead [Dt 26:14]  (Von Rad, 1962,I:276).

In Israel the dead were without the sacral dignity which they widely enjoyed elsewhere.  It is amazing how little significance the cult of the dead had for the life of ancient Israel.  "Looked at from the world of the living, whose centre and source was the cult, they were in a state of extreme and irreparable uncleanness"  (Von Rad, 1962, I:389; Pedersen, 1940:485).

The monotheism of the Old Testament is the belief in a God who not only brooks no rivals from the ranks of the gods, but also hates people who look for help among any kind of spirit.  He is a "jealous God".  He does not share his honour with anyone, whether man, god or spirit.  The gods of "Bantu" Africa, on the other hand, can never be suspected of jealousy. They are simply not concerned with such things as other gods or spirits, they are content with being in their remote, unassailable position, as the highest rung of the cosmic -- or tribal! -- ladder.


3.2.2  Universalism in the African Image of God?
Because Yahweh is the Creator and the only God, the Old Testament is logically a universalistic religion.  The Creation Accounts of Genesis, the list of nations in Genesis 10, the calling of Abraham for the purpose of being a blessing for all nations, the "mission" psalms (86:8f.; 87), the scope of the prophecies of Amos 1-3, the prophecy of Isaiah about the future of Jerusalem (Is 2:1-5), and the "universalistic passages" of the second part of Isaiah (49:6), to mention but a few instances, testify to the strongly universalistic nature of God's revelation in the Old Testament (See also Eichrodt, 1967:170,171).

Among African peoples there is originally little trace of any universalistic ideas.  The "outgroup" does not seem to fall inside the field of view.  And anyhow, there is no soteriological or eschatological outlook to which any universalistic ideas might be connected.  Among modern African people it is in some cases very difficult to be certain what elements in their image of God are traditional and which are the result of one and a half centuries exposure to Christianity and of extensive daily contact with many other peoples;  but the statement which is often heard, especially in the context of rejection of the apartheid policy, "Modimo o mong" (God is one), is surely at least partly the result of such far‑reaching acculturation.

3.3   The Spiritual Nature of God 
In the Old Testament God always reveals himself as both personal and spiritual.  It is logical that there could easily develop a tension between these two attributes of God.  If his spiritual nature is exclusively emphasized, his personal character is bound to recede into the background.  If, on the other hand, his personhood becomes prominent, and is expressed in the form of anthropomorphisms and anthropopathisms ‑‑ for how else, with the conceptual means at his disposal, can man give expression to the personhood of God? ‑‑ then his spiritual nature might easily be forgotten.  It is one of the miracles of the history of the Old Testament that no images of Yahweh have ever been discovered.   All the other gods whom Israel had from time to time worshipped in their apostasy from Yahweh were represented in the form of images, including the female deites which were often worshipped alongside the God of the covenant, but the revelation about the spiritual nature of Yahweh was so strong that apparently not even Israel in its worst apostasy dared to make images of him.  Even the golden bulls made first by Aaron and later by Jeroboam, were not supposed to be images of Yahweh, but rather represented his throne on earth. (But see Craigie, 1976:195 on the golden bull).

The personhood of Yahweh will be discussed in the following chapter (4:1).  Suffice it here to remark that the great mass of the people probably often understood the anthropomorphisms in a quite literal and concrete way (Eichrodt, 1961:210‑220).  Yet, it is remarkable that this deficiency was not regarded by the leading spirits in Israel as particularly dangerous.  It is precisely the prophets who use such an abundance of anthropomorphic and anthropopathic expressions for God's activities "...and indeed, it is patent that those whose task it was to proclaim the divine will regarded it as far less damaging that men should have to grope in the dark on the subject of Yahweh's spiritual nature, than that they should remain unconscious of the personal quality of his behaviour and operations" (Eichrodt, 1961:211‑212; see also Vriezen, 1974:176).

Eichrodt proceeds to explain why there is no express mention of God's spiritual nature in the Old Testament.  He argues that whenever the doctrine of God became the subject of philosophical speculation, the immediacy of the religion was weakened and an effective communion with God obscured.  And this personal communion was of paramount importance in the Old Testament revelation about God in general and in the framework of the covenant in particular.  That was what religion was all about.  Without this personal communion, there was no true religion.

Whereas some African scholars when describing African traditional theology strongly object to the idea that Modimo is a Person (Setiloane, 1986:21‑28), there is never any doubt of his spiritual nature.  This is perhaps the area of the greatest similarity between the Old Testament and most African conceptions of God.  The dead ancestors can obviously never be conceived as anything else than spirits, and God belongs to the same realm as they.  They are badimo, he is Modimo.  Obviously he is also spiritual.

Setiloane (1986:24), corroborates this when he writes, "The root or stem of the word ‑dimo is a derivation or local permutation of the original African stem ‑dzimu.   All African philologists agree that the correct translation of ‑dzimu is 'spirit or pertaining to spirit'.  African colleagues from Central and Equatorial Africa, Zaire, Congo (Brazza), Cameroon and Fernando Po where the word 'mudzimu' exists in its original form do confirm that even in present day usage it is ascribed to 'things of the Spirit'."

The spiritual nature of God may imply his omnipresence.  It is very illuminating to hear what Setiloane has to say about this, referring to Edwin Smith (Setiloane, 1986:25):  "J. Tom Brown, when writing the Secwana‑English Dictionary was puzzled by the SeTswana verb 'dima'.  He consulted a MoTswana old man who 'was versed' in the traditions and ways of his people.  The old man demonstrated 'go dima' to him by pouring a drop of ink on a blotting paper.  The ink penetrated, permeated, percolated, spread, and the old man explained:  'You see, that is go dima; and that is what Modimo does'.  Tom Brown then proceeded to make an entry in his dictionary:


‘dima, v.pft dimile:  the true original meaning of this verb is very obscure.  Some say it is the verb from which Modimo (God) comes or a verb formed from Modimo.  It carries the force of a searching, penetrating insight into men and things (a kind of X‑ray!?)  It may also mean to excel:  Moea o o dimang  an excellent and searching spirit in understanding ‑‑ to create.’”

In the same chapter Setiloane writes,  "MODIMO is the Source:  (Motlhodi).  Another dominant idea about the experiences of MODIMO is that it is the Source of life (Note the impersonal pronoun 'it' ‑‑ JAvR), all life, human, animal, and that of things.  It is this experience which has won this Religion the term Animism.  This Force Vitale is in everything, everywhere, at all times.  It therefore gives meaning to things. (1986:28).

Smith (1950:58) writes about the Bena of Tanzania, quoting Towegale, their reigning chief, "Mulungu... has no face, hands, legs or body.  Mulungu does not speak, but he hears and sees.  Mulungu is everywhere at once... Mulungu is shear mind and a very great mind."

In the Old Testament this omnipresence of God, together with his omniscience, is expressed impressively in Psalm l39:



"You know everything I do;



from far away you understand all my thoughts...



Even before I speak,



   you already know what I will say...



If I went up to heaven, you would be there;



if I lay down in the world of the dead, 



   you would be there..." (Ps 139:2,4,8).

From this it is clear that there is a radical difference between the concept of Modimo and that of Yahweh as far as their spiritual nature is concerned, and especially in the concept of the omnipresence of Modimo and of Yahweh.  Yahweh's spiritual nature goes hand in hand with his personal nature, despite the apparent tension between the two aspects of his being, whereas Modimo's spiritual nature is that of an impersonal spiritual force.  It is also precisely as an impersonal spiritual force that Modimo is omnipresent.

In this context it is not logical to speak of omniscience;  omniscience presupposes a personal consciousness.

3.4
The Sublimity and Greatness of God
We may take our starting point in the words of Setiloane (1986: 25‑26):  "The BaTswana seem never to have disagreed with the missionaries in their description of 'God' as 'Modimo' because the attributes were so similar:  They already knew that MODIMO is:

Modiri:  The Doer (Creator) although they never actually told how MODIMO did create.

Motlhodi:  The Source:  Motlodi wa Botshelo:  The Source of Life, 'The cause'.

Hlaa‑hlaa Macholo (Umvelingqangi):  One who appeared in times no one can remember or fathom.

Mong:  (Casalis witnesses to this authority):  Owner of all.   One who had overall authority.

Montshi:  The one who takes (the people) out.  Reference here is to the incident of the first coming out of 'the hole in the ground'."

The attributes of greatness and sublimity are so essential to the whole concept of "God" that one might be inclined to take it for granted that these attributes are present in all religions.  It permeates the Old Testament concept of God to such an extent that it is unnecessary to provide any references for undergirding the statement.  And when Israel spoke in such audacious imagery of God, it was not because he had become familiar to them, but, to the contrary, precisely because he had become so great for them, so real, holy and full of majesty, so formidable and terrible, that they lacked images with which to express their religious awe for him (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:206).

Eichrodt (1961:203), referring to the fact that in the Old Testament God's personhood is emphasized almost at the cost of his spiritual nature, makes the following remarks:  "It can, therefore, only be regarded as a wise self‑limitation on the part of God, that he should have presented himself and caused himself to be understood primarily as personal, while leaving veiled, so to speak, the fact that he was also spiritual".  The Old Testament authors were careful, however, to avoid the impression that God was subject to human limitations.  They constantly reminded the people of the infinite superiority of the divine nature to the human sphere of life and being.  "Man's experiences of God are indeed so deeply impressive that they absolutely demand the use of imagery for their description;  and yet they are of such a quality that they point unmistakably to a superhuman personality" (1961: 213).  God is experienced as the Most High, El Shaddai, Elohim, Yahweh Sebaoth, and at the same time as free from the necessity for any physical satisfactions, because he is the possessor of an inexhaustable life which has no need of human service  (1961:213;  See also De Groot/Hulst, 1952:184,206‑207.

This makes very clear the essential difference between the sublimity of Yahweh and that of African concepts of God.   Yahweh is "the living God", very personal, whereas Modimo is an impersonal force.  Moreover, Modimo is part of totality, not really separate from creation, whereas Yahweh is transcendent, sovereign above creation.  Mwari is genealogically related to man, and used to be a man in the distant past.  Katonda is not even the only God, and even INkosi yeZulu is merely the highest rung of the ladder.  As for Leza, he is often conceived as belonging to the realm of the ancestor spirits and thus being essentially part of creation.

3.5  Power and Omnipotence
Modimo, according to the traditional Sotho‑Tswana concept, not only has power, it is power!  "Energy that is ever active, initiating action and maintaining interaction" ‑‑ that is the way it is defined by Setiloane (Setiloane, 1986:28).

The Zulu used to praise God as Guqabadele, which means "He who has merely to make a gesture of going upon his knee and his adversaries give in" (Smith, 1950:5).

God's power and omnipotence are closely related to his greatness, discussed in the preceding paragraphs, and also belongs to the essence of his godhead, specifically in the framework of a monotheistic concept of God.

Eichrodt (1967:152) points out that, according to the Old Testament, God fixed the laws of nature and then proceeds to remark, "Conversely, however, it was possible just as spontaneously and axiomatically to portray natural events, which elsewhere might have been given an anthropomorphic life of their own, as a direct act of God, who controls both Nature and history by the omnipotence with which he fills all things"  (1967:153).  The whole series of miracles by which the nation was preserved during the Wilderness wanderings testifies to this;  and similar miracles preserved the people of God and accompanied them during their existence as God's people.

This power and omnipotence is revealed in its most profound implications in the act of creation.  In the Old Testament account of creation there is no trace of theogony or theomachy;  furthermore, there is a lack of what is increasingly considered to be the essence of myth, namely repetition.  A myth only lives in the measure in which it is repeated and actualized in ritual, thus the Babylonian myth of creation was recited and represented in the New Year festival, because each year it was necessary to celebrate the cosmic power of Marduk if one wished to assure the prosperity of men and above all that of Babylon, of which Marduk was the national god.  To Babylon ‑‑ and the case holds for other civilizations ‑‑ creation remained limited to the domain of myth and ritual, and never became the point of departure for a historical view of the world and its destiny, so the world of the gods and historical reality remained closed to eachother.  "For Israel creation marks a commencement" (Jacob, 1958:138‑140).

Creation in the Old Testament is the sovereign act of the God who stands outside and above the cosmos (See for a fuller discussion 4.3.5).  The Old Testament consciously and consistently reveals Yahweh as One standing outside the world, even though it never regards the world as in any way independent of him (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:340).

In the African ideas of creation there is nothing approaching the concept expressed in the Hebrew term bara', which usually indicates a creatio ex nihilo.  As Ringgren points out, "the scope of the use of the verb bara' is greatly limited.  It is used exclusively to denote divine creation... As a special theological term, bara' is used to express clearly the incomparability of the creative work of God in contrast to all secondary products and likenesses made from already existing material by man" (1975:246).

In Southern Bantu tradition, there is a wide-spread myth that God, whether as Modimo or Umvelinqangi, brought men out of a hole at the beginning, but their is no concept of a creatio ex nihilo.

A very important difference between the way God's power is revealed to operate in the Old Testament and in the ancient Middle East, is in the different views on the influence of magic.  Myth and ritual, which constituted the main part of pagan worship, were dominated by concepts of imitative magic by which the gods were supposed to be influenced, whereas Yahweh controlled the world by his personal divine will, which could only be influenced by man when man approached him in personal, childlike, trustful prayer (See also Von Rad, 1962, I:34‑35).  If God is an impersonal force as in the case of the Sotho Modimo, then obviously the only way to influence it would be through magical means.  The same applies to Mwari, who belongs to the realm of the shades, the veneration of which is also permeated by magical concepts.

3.6
God's Selfsufficiency (Aseitas Dei)
This concept is very  succinctly expressed by the Zulu praise‑name for God, UZivelele, "He who is of himself" (Mbiti, 1970:19).   Mbiti gives several more instances of the same idea from the Bakongo, Bambuti, Barundi ("God needs nothing").  In this concept, many African peoples seem to approach the biblical idea of the self‑existence of God.  It should, however, be remembered that among the same peoples, God is often pictured as having come out of the earth together with the first humans.


Conclusion from Chapter Three
We may conclude that even in the case of concepts which seem to be similar, the differences between African concepts of God and that of the Old Testament are more profound than the similarities.

In the next chapters, we move on to aspects of the concept of God which are more markedly different from the outset.

when all other remedies fail.  Usually the belief in the spirits is sufficient to account for disasters and blessings, and to provide a way out in case of need.  Callaway wrote in 1870 about the Zulu that they told him, "We have come to worship the amahlozi ... because we knew not what to say about uNkulunkulu ... we seek out for ourselves the amahlozi, that we may not always be thinking of uNkulunkulu, saying, 'uNkulunkulu has left us,' or 'What has he done for us?'" (Quoted in Smith, 1950:134; see also McVeigh, 1974:115).


Conclusion
At this stage already one has to conclude that there is a vast difference between the Old Testament concept of God and the traditional concepts of most African peoples. The concepts of African peoples reflect the way natural man responded to God's revelation in creation and in their consciences.  The Old Testament reflects God's special revelation to his people Israel, which cannot be put on the same level as that of any other people (Dt 4:32-40).  This will be confirmed as in the following chapters a number of central themes from the Old Testament will be discussed in the context of African Traditional Religion.

PART THREE
Chapter Four
GOD AND MAN IN THE OLD TESTAMENT
In this section the differences indicated between the Old Testament and the African concepts of God will be more marked than in the previous ones, since those are the aspects which will be discussed here.  As has been pointed out in the first chapter, the general tendency is to emphasize the similarities between the biblical and traditional conceptions of God.  However, De Groot/Hulst (1952:18) draw our attention to the important fact that when comparing religions, it is precisely the differences which are most important ("de vergelijkende methode heeft haar grenzen; want het zijn juist de verschillen, die van belang zijn; en 't geheel eigen karakter daarvan kan uit het Oude Testament alleen worden verstaan").

The relationship between God and man is the most basic theme of the Old Testament.  The certainty of this fellowship is based upon the experience of Israel in the course of the history of God's revelation to her (Vriezen,1974:191).  Actually, the Old Testament tells us nothing more about man than what relates to his relationship with God.  The anthropological aspects are bound to the theological to such an extent that they are more or less obscured by those (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:10). On the other hand, the Old Testament does not provide us with a philosophical discourse about the being of God, but limits itself to desribing God in his relationship to man and the world (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:11).

The Bantu proverb says, "A person is a person through another person" (Sotho:  Motho ke motho ka e mong).  The Old Testament parallel would have been, "Man is man through God" (cf. De Groot/Hulst, 1952:261).  The world view of Bantu Africa is thoroughly anthropocentic (Tempels, 1946:34), that of the Old Testament thoroughly theocentric (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:35).

4.1  God is a Person
4.1.1
The Impersonal Gods of the Semites and of Africa
The gods of Canaan and the Semitic world are in essence nothing more than personified forces of nature (von Rad, 1962, Vol. 1:218), and their myths have the purpose of explaining natural phenomena such as the seasons, life and death, storms, rain, drought, and fertility.  Their rites, intended to reactify the myths, were supposed to be a way of manupilating the forces of nature.  For this reason, there can hardly be any question of an ethical element in those religions (Eichrodt, 1961:45), and still less of an intimate relationship of love between god and man.  The gods were much too impersonal for that.  They are, to be sure, presented in personal terms; they do not have, however, any genuine personality, but are merely mythological personifications.  They could just as easily be conceptualized in animal form, and indeed this often happened (Eichrodt, 1961:46).

The connection between the god and the worshipper among Israel's neighbours was in essence the mere communication of divine vitality (Eichrodt, 1961:45).

As has already been observed, Setiloane (1986:22‑23), a leading authority on the Sotho image of God, categorically rejects the idea that Modimo is a person.

Setiloane (1986:24) then points out that the term Modimo belongs to the Third Class of Meinhof's classification, which contains impersonal natural phenomena such as fire, wind, rivers and trees, and then concludes,  "As borne out in our analysis of the word in Sotho‑Tswana MODIMO was never conceived of as a 'person'.  It was understood to be something intangible, invisible, a natural phenomenon able to penetrate and percolate into things" (1986:27).  He (1986:28) equates Modimo with the Force Vitale of Tempels and Mulago's Participation Vitale ‑‑ "energy that is ever active, initiating action and maintaining interaction".

Modern Basotho/Batswana have  undergone a process of social and religious acculturation, with the result that most Basotho and Batswana now tend to think of Modimo in more personal terms than before their acquaintance with Christianity.  Yet even among these modern people the personal characteristics attributed to Modimo are generally stated negatively rather than positively.  One hears references to the absence of anger, hate, punishment, rather than positive statements about his love, compassion, faithfulness.  He hates no one, punishes no one, bears with all.

Setiloane (1986:26) also mentions the fact that Mulungu, God as he is called in some Malawian, Mozambican, Kenyan and Tanzanian languages, is not a personal name.  The same applies to some concepts of God outside Bantu Africa, such as Aôndo of the Tiv (Rubingh, 1969:71).

De Groot/Hulst (1952:184) compares the religion of Babylonia‑Assyria with that of the Old Testament, and concludes that the basic difference lies in the personal character of Yahweh, while the Babylonian gods are personified forces of nature.  The personhood of Yahweh is expressed especially by the term "the living God".  This epithet is never used for the Babylonian gods.  They are identified with Force Vitale, being mere personifications and deifications of the forces working in nature.  When Israel calls its God "the living God", she refers especially to his active work in creation and history.  Whereas the gods of the Semitic and Hittite peoples are subject to the cycles of nature and actually part of nature, there is a clear distinction between Yahweh and nature.  He is the Lord of nature, and he can employ the forces of nature where and when he sees fit according to his pleasure (De Groot/ Hulst, 1952:348).

4.1.2
Yahweh is a Person, Who Desires Fellowship with Man
Yahweh never reveals himself otherwise than as a Person, with a sovereign moral will, addressing man as person to person and calling him to fellowship with the living God.  He plans, wills, speaks, acts and feels like a human being.  His personhood is part of his essential being.  "A divine will which so expressly makes a human community its goal cannot be conceived as a dark, impersonal power or as an unconscious life‑force.  It must be thought of by analogy from the demonstrations of the human will, that is to say, a being which itself thinks, wills and acts after the manner of human personality"  (Eichrodt, 1961:209).  See also 2.2 and 4.2.4.9.

The fellowship which the sovereign, personal God brings about with man, his image and likeness, is the most basic element of the whole revelation of the Old Testament, its meaning and purpose, or rather, of the whole of Scripture, since this thesis is just as valid for the New Testament  (Vriezen, 1974:193, 171).  This relationship of fellowship between God and man is a central element of the revelation in both the historical and prophetical parts of Scripture; both psalms and wisdom books presuppose it. It lies at the bottom of the prescriptions for the cult and gives meaning to it.  It forms the basis of confession and song, of faith, ethos and hope (Vriezen, 1974:172).

This fellowship of the sovereign God with man is manifested in the dynamic rule of God over his creation, which can be called THE KINGDOM OF GOD, and which Helberg defines as follows:

The sovereign, living God maintains his absolute rule, in intimate covenant relationship with man, through his word, in the course of history, despite the fact that man is mortally fallen (Helberg, 1976, Vol. 1:32). 

4.2  The Names of God
I do not intend to provide an exhaustive discussion of the Names of God, but only of those Names which have a direct bearing on the relationship between God and man.

According to the Old Testament concept of names, the name of a person is much more than merely a means of indicating that person, "but is bound up in the closest possible way with that person's very existence, so that it can become in fact a kind of alter ego..." (Eichrodt, 1961:207).  This implies that by revealing his Name God has, as it were, made himself over to Israel;  he has opened to them a part of his very being and given them a means of access to himself (Zimmerli, 1978:13). 

The fact that God bestows a Name on himself reveals him to Israel as a person (Dyrness, 1979:45). It indicates that he chooses to be described as the definable, the distinctive, the individual (Vriezen, 1974:371).  In this way the faith of Israel sets its face against both an abstract concept of deity and a nameless 'ground of being'.  Both the intellectualist and the mystical understandings of God are rejected.

That this proclamation of the divine Name was treasured as an act whereby God offered his fellowship to his people, is shown by the eagerness with which the divine name was used, whenever men wished to be assured of his nearness and the reality of his assistance  (Eichrodt, 1961:206; See also Helberg on Exodus 3, in Helberg, 1976, Vol. 1:205-210).

It is striking that specifically among those peoples where "God" is conceived of as an impersonal being, there is such a strong hesitancy, or even taboo, about mentioning "its" name (Setiloane, 1975:81).  Although there are points of similarity in the ideas, it seems as if this taboo is not on quite the same level as the reluctance and later refusal of the Jewish believers to pronounce the Name of Yahweh, since among the Basotho there was no ethical dimension, the taboo was purely a matter of the overwhelming greatness of Modimo, whereas in the case of the Jews there was less the idea of "dangerous spirit power" and more of the unholiness and unworthiness of man and the holiness of God.


4.2.1  'el
There are several indications that this Name was in vogue among Abraham and his followers.  Abraham's most trusted servant is called 'eli cezer (My God is help), and he meets Melchizedek, a priest of 'el celyôn (God the Most High, Gn 14:18f.).   The histories of the patriarchs tell us of 'el  'elohe Jisra'el (El, the God of Israel, Gn 33:20), of 'el  colam (the eternal God, Gn 21:33) and of 'el ro'i (a God who sees me, Gn 16:14.  See also Cross, 1974: 253‑261), and 'el Shaddai, (Almighty God, Gn 17:1; 28:3; 35:11; 43:14; Ex 6:3).  Actually, in all instances but one where God appears in the stories of the patriarchs, his Name is a compound of El.

I am quite aware of the fact that many Old Testament scholars regard these different names of God as the names of different deities of various clans among the ancestors of Israel, or of various "local deities".  This idea is so wide-spread and well-known that no references are needed.  I mention only Vriezen, 1963:9,111.  The Old Testament itself, however, assumes that under these different names, Yahweh himself, the one and only God, revealed himself to the patriarchs (Ex 3:6).

This name, the generic word for "god" in the Semitic languages, seems to indicate in the first place the overwhelming majesty of God (Eichrodt, 1961:179).  Nevertheless, his personal character is indicated by the fact that this term is usually associated with persons rather than with particular cult sites (Eichrodt, 1961:180).  In this he differs radically from the Mwari vaMatonjeni of the Shona and Venda, the God of the Matopo Hills.  Actually, it is noteworthy how intimate and personal the communion between Abraham and 'el Shaddai (Gn 17), 'el colam (Gn 21:33), and Isaac and Jacob and 'el Shaddai is (Gn 28:3; 35:11).


4.2.2  'elohim
This term, probably the plural of 'eloha, is probably a plural of intensity (pluralis intensitatis), which denotes God as the sum total of everything that can be conceived of God, ie. "Godhead pure and simple, and as such, for Israel at any rate, he rules out all other deities" (Eichrodt, 1961:186;  Ringgren, 1973:273; Preusz, 1991:167; Schmidt, 1978:154, who mentions the possibilities of "ein Abstrakt-, Intensitäts- oder Hoheits- bzw. Herrschaftsplural").


4.2.3  'adon,  'adonay
This term, which means "Lord", "My Lords" (intensive plural) is the term for a subordinate addressing his superior.  When used for addressing God, it expresses both the Lordship of God and his relationship with his people.  "For those who remembered its original meaning the term Adon was a reminder that in spite of his transcendence God entered into a relation with the faithful and heard their prayer" (Jacob, 1958:59).


4.2.4  Yahweh
Since this is the Name by which God revealed himself to Israel, and which distinguishes him from other gods -- which is the reason why I chose to use the Name in the title of this study -- I discuss it in much more detail than the other names.



4.2.4.1
Etymology
All investigations and speculations on the etymology of the Name Yahweh have brought us no further than the meaning given by God himself in his self‑revelation to Moses as recorded in Ex 3:14  (Jenni, 1978, Vol. 1:702,703).  It can be assumed to have been derived from the verb hjh (He is, he manifests himself as active), usually the qal, but sometimes the hifcil (as in Yahweh Šalôm, Jdg 6:24).  The pronunciation of the phrase in which God himself reveals his Name to Moses is, in the Massoretic text, 'eheyeh 'ašer 'eheyeh.  According to contemporary (Late Bronze Age) pronunciation of those words, it was probably 'ahweh 'ašer 'ahweh, of which the corresponding form in the third person masculine singular -- both qal and hifcil -- would be yahweh (Terrien, 1978:116; Schedl, 1986:176-182)!



4.2.4.2
The use of the Name outside Israel
As to the use of the Name outside Israel, including the well‑known Midianite or Kenite theories, nothing certain can be said up to the present (Jenni, 1978:703).  It is very probable that the use of this Name was not restricted to Israel, and is older than the Old Testament itself (Schmidt, 1983:58), a viewpoint which is confirmed by the mention of this name in Genesis 4 and in the histories of the patriarchs, and possibly by the discovery of a number of theophoric names in the excavations at Ebla, from an era hundreds of years before Abraham.  Interesting as the study of the Name Yahweh outside Israel might be, it is of little theological significance, since the Mosaic tradition and God's dealing with his people from then onwards have given a definite new content to the Name.  We can only agree with De Groot/Hulst (1952:152) when they write that neither the age or antiquity of the Name, nor its origin, nor its etymology is really important for our purpose, which is to investigate how it was used in Israel in Yahweh's revelation about himself (See also Vriezen, 1963:108: "Moet men dus van een etymologische naamsverklaring afzien om tot een wezensbepaling te komen, dan zal men langs een andere weg Zijn wezen moeten trachten te benaderen, nl. door na te gaan welke functies Hem worden toegewezen en welke de relatie is waarin hij tot Zijn dienaren staat").



4.2.4.3
God cannot be controlled
If any theological meaning could be derived from the grammatical form of the words in which God reveals himself, it might be that Yahweh is not a personal name in the same sense that other deities had personal names, but rather a statement about God in the third person (Schmidt, 1983:59).  That fits in completely with the setting in which the history of Exodus 3 takes place:  God cannot be magically controlled by knowing and using his name as in the case of pagan gods.  Therefore his self-revelation is at the same time a denial to make himself available for manipulation.

There are a number of passages in the Old Testament in which this message is conveyed very clearly.

The first passage one may mention here is the history of the Golden Calf (Exodus 32).  The Israelites were not satisfied with the idea of a God which one cannot see.  In Egypt they had grown accustomed to images of gods, which gave people the opportunity of exercising a sort of magic power over those gods.  In the desert journey, that opportunity did not present iotself any more.  They had to believe in a God whom they could not see, handle, or control.  Now they wanted something more tangible, something visible, an image which they could carry, which gave them some kind of hold on God.  The outcome of that episode illustrates what Yahweh thought of their efforts to try to manipulate him.  Their image was destroyed, and a severe punishment was inflicted upon them.

The same principle is very poignantly illustrated in the history of Balaam (Numbers 22-24).  Here Israel encounters the threat of the most famous and powerful magician of his age.  He would dearly love to be able to manipulate Yahweh and curse his people.  However, every device he and Balak the son of Zippor can think of, fails against Yahweh and his people.  At the end of the day he has no choice but to pronounce blessings on Israel.  In the same context, the strong disapproval of Yahweh over the orgiastic cult of the Baal of Peor, with its magical overtones, is also revealed (Numbers 25).

In the book of the Judges the history of Micah and his Levite (Judges 17 and 18) conveys a similar message.  Micah’s religion is full of syncretistic beliefs.  His name means, “Who is like Yahweh?”  Yet he practices idolatry in his house.  The idea of manipulating Yahweh and his own private gods is further manifested in his elation over his success in procuring the services of a Levite:  “Now I know that Yahweh will be good to me, since this Levite has become my priest” (Jdg 17:13).  However, his gods are stolen and his priest carried off by the Danites, and the last word one hears from him is the lament: “You took my gods and my priest, and what have I left?” (18:24).  The judgement over religion based on magical ideas is very clear in these passages.

Then, in 1 Samuel 4, we read how Israel as a people showed to what extent they had also succumbed to these magical ideas.  They were defeated by the Philistines, because Yahweh did not give them his assistance.  But in stead of sincerely repenting and seeking his face, they thought that they could manipulate him by carrying the ark of the covenant into the camp and into battle with them.  What happened then, demonstrates just how far they were from the truth.  Yahwe actually allowed his ark to be captured by the Philistines.  No one can control him by magical means.  The ark is no magical instrument, it is merely the throne which he occupies for Israel’s sake and as long as it pleases him.  Trying to force his hand in this way is sheer paganism.

The last striking example of this kind of religion is that as practised by the priests of Baal in their contest with Elijah. (1 Ki 18:26-38).  Here the author delights in making fun of their kind of religion.  They try to force Baal’s hand by shouting, dancing and slashing themselves -- in vain: “There was no response, no one answered, no one paid attention.”  Elijah did not try magical rites.  He humbly called upon the Name of Yahweh, reminding him of the promises of the covenanmt, and the answer came.  The priests were killed to a man.  The message is just as clear as in the other four passages.

Each of these five passages illustrates from its own angle this truth which Yahweh revealed to Moses from the burning bush:  I am not providing you with a name by which you may imagine that you can control me.
This, to return to our discussion of Exodus 3, can be concluded as much from the context and from the history of revelation as from the etymology of the Name.  From the very earliest instances of the use of the name, etymology seems to have had very little influence on its usage.  Instances of this early usage are Exodus 15, Psalm 29 and Judges 5.  And, as Rosin (1956:121) argues, "many words are quite inadequate in their so-called etymological meanings.  The important thing is how they are used".

This aspect of God’s revelation about himself stands in stark contrast to what we know about pagan gods, both in Africa and among the ancient Semites, where prayer, when it takes place at all, is usually a form of magic intended to manipulate the god.  The essence of paganism is, “My will be done.”


4.2.4.4
A theocentric name
The form and the context in which the Name of God is revealed is totally theocentric.  It indicates that the motivation for his acts is to be found in himself alone.  He demands total attention for himself, and for nothing else, not even for his Name.  He is not a “name-god”.  He doesn’t call himself the “God of the covenant”, which so many people want to read into this passage.  Nothing is the centre of focus, excepting Yahweh himself:  I AM; I AM WHO I AM (Helberg, 1988 (1):18).

This idea is elaborated in many ways in different places in the Old Testament.

When Moses intercedes for the people after their rebellion (Nu 14:13-19), he motivates his plea with the argument, for the sake of the honour of Yahweh, that the nations should not be given the opportunity to say that Yahweh was unable to bring his people into the promised land.

When Joshua prays for the people after the defeat at Ai (Jos 7:9), the motivation for his plea is again the honour of Yahweh’s Name.  The same is true of the prayer of Samuel (1 Sm 12:22), and of David (1 Chr 17:24).

The prophets carry this tradition forward.  In Isaiah (29:23) we read that at the redemption of Jacob, the people will stand in awe of the God of Israel.  In Jeremiah (3:17) we read that finally all the nations will gather in Jerusalem to honour the Name of Yahweh.  In Ezekiel 36 we read repeatedly that Israel will be restored for the sake of Yahweh’s Name.  The same idea is expressed in Psalm 115: “Not to us, O Yahweh, not to us, but to your Name be the glory!”

Again, this theme is an elaboration of what Yahweh revealed about his Name in Exodus 3.  It highlights the theocentric nature of Old Testament religion.

This is an entirely new concept in the ancient Near East, where religion and the purpose of religion is entirely man-centred.  The gods are “used” for man’s purposes.  In African Traditional Religion the centre of focus is also entirely on man, his needs, his norms, his traditions and the well-being of his society.

It must be conceded, to be fair, that in some forms of Christianity, such as in the modern American “prosperity teaching”, the same themes are just as prominent.



4.2.4.5
No silent God
The revelation in Exodus 3 indicates very clearly that Yahweh is no silent God, but a God who hears the cries of his people (Ex 3:7), and who answers them in this revelation to Moses.  He promises to bring them out of Egypt (Ex 3:17).  Many prophesies or the accounts of them start with the words, “The word of Yahweh came to...”  He is not like the gods of the nations, who “have mouths, but cannot speak, eyes, but they cannot see; ears, but they cannot hear...” (Ps 115:5-6).  The whole Old Testament is the record of God hearing, speaking, acting on behalf of his people.  At the end of one of the latest books of the Old Testament, 2 Chronicles (36:15), the author summarizes the history of Israel in which they did not listen to his prophets whom he continually sent to them.  When we are told that at times Yahweh was silent, that is experienced as something abnormal, the result of Israel’s apostasy, as in the time of Eli’s sons (1 Sm 3:1).



4.2.4.6
The faithful God who is present and saves
The context in which the name is revealed to Moses in the said episode makes its meaning clear enough.  It is the Name of the God who "is near at hand and mighty to control" (Eichrodt, 1961:191).  Von Rad (1962, 1:186) calls the name Yahweh "the embodiment of the saving revelation", and Rosin (1956:108) writes:  "The statement, 'I am who I am' does not aim at a general conception supposed to be expressed by this name.  On the contrary it directs attention from any such conception to the person of YHWH himself and to his consistency revealed in his acts."  Miskotte (1939:73) says that both God's sovereignty and faithfulness are comprised in the name "I am".  God's saving presence, as revealed in his Name, is already hinted at in Ex 3:12:  "I will be with you."  This particular expression, “I will be with you”, is used at least one hundred times in some form or other in the Old Testament.  It is remarkable that the only place outside Exodus 3 where it is used in its absolute form, to wit, Hs 1:9, “l’o ‘eheyeh lakem”, conveys the same idea (Preusz, 1991:162).  It is also expressed in the words, “I have watched over you” in ex 3:16.

God’s faithfulness is expressed in his covenant at Sinai, of which this revelation is a preparation. I am fully aware of the fact that it is the fashion to contest the early existence of a covenant relationship between Yahweh and Israel, with the implication that the covenants with Abraham (Genesis 15 and 17) and the Sinaitic covenant were fictions of the imaginations of the biblical authors, and that the idea of the covenant actually originated with the eighth century prophets such as Amos and Hosea (Nicholson, 1986:201, 202).  It does not fall within the scope of this treatise to prove those wrong who propose a late date for the covenant idea.  It seems strange, however, that prophets like Hosea and Isaiah seem to take so much of the covenant tradition for granted in their attacks upon the people who has turned away from Yahweh.  Is 23:23 seems to presume covenant legislation such as is found in Ex 23:2, 6-8, and the whole book of Hosea is based upon the covenant idea as pictured by a marriage bond (Helberg, 1988[2]:70).  There is no trace in any of these two prophets that they are introducing novel ideas when appealing to the covenant between Yahweh and Israel.



4.3.4.7
No static god
When God reveals himself as 'eheyeh, he excludes a static concept of God:  He is not THE BEING, he is I AM, the God who is present.  When God reveals his Name in such a way to his people, he expresses the comforting truth that he involves himself in their fate, that he has turned to them (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:150).

The same idea is expressed in the elective activity of God, and in the covenant in which his elective purposes are carried out.  He directs the course of the history of his people, and his control of history is seen as direct, immediate.  See for this theme also 4.4.5, and especially 4.4.5.5.  He is the opposite of the far-away, uninvolved god of African Traditional Religion.



4.2.4.8
Not a local God
The theory about Yahweh being the local god of Mount Sinai, who was worshipped there by the Midianite and Kenite tribes, is a theory and no more.  When Yahweh reveals himself to Israel, he is never presented as a local God.  He is never associated with places, but always with persons.  Even when he appears to Moses at a specific place, Horeb, he is not “the God of Horeb”, but “the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” (Ex 3:6).

He can abandon his ark to the Philistines, but then shows himself to be just as much in control in the Philistine cities as in Israel itself (1 Samuel 5).  Amos can remind Israel that Yahweh brought the Philistines from Caphtor and the Aramaeans from Kir, just as he brought Israel from Egypt (Am 9:7).  And in Solomon’s prayer at the inauguration of the temple (1 Ki 8:27) the idea that Yahweh caould ever be limited to any locality is ruled out.

Among the Venda and some Shona peoples the idea is very strong that Mwari is to be found in a hole in the ground at the Matopo Hills, or at a limited number of other places in Venda itself.  He is “the god of the Matopos”.



4.2.4.9
No impersonal God 

What is of paramount importance for our study is that in this self‑revelation as Yahweh, God reveals himself as I AM, a person, who seeks fellowship with human persons, from Abraham onwards.  This in itself distinguishes him very sharply from the original Sotho idea of Modimo, or Tilo, or Imana.

In order to bring home to us his personhood, God revealed himself to us in a large variety of anthropomorphisms and anthropopathisms.  This is particularly true of the “Yahwistic” passages.  While realising that our knowledge of God can always only be partial, limited as we are by our creatureliness and even more by our sinful state on this earth, we should nevertheless, within these limitations, take seriously the way God chose to reveal himself to us.  We should accept these anthropomorphisms, and instead of trying to explain them away by philosophical speculations about the nature of God, thereby trying to wrap him in the cloth of a dispassionate Platonistic god, should accept them at face value.  "Anthropomorphism...is by no means a 'primitive' way of speaking of God and it easily harmonizes with a highly spiritual theology, as, for example, in Second Isaiah," says Jacob (1958:39).  These anthropomorphisms are not an embarrassment to a believer, but he values the Old Testament and loves it precisely for them (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:197), since they express perhaps more graphically the fact that God shares the world of his creatures, that they are his children, and that he desires fellowship with them (Dyrness, 1979:43).  God is not the God of the wise men and the philosophers, but the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, according to the well-known dictum of Blaise Pascal.  Always keeping in mind that God's thoughts are higher than our thoughts (Is 55:8,9), and that human language and figures can describe him only very imperfectly, we should not imagine that humans can ever conceive of him in other than human language and concepts.  These anthropomorphisms present the nearest we can ever, in this dispensation, come to understanding God.

God went so far as to appear to Abraham, his confidant, in human form!  And he finally became man in Jesus Christ, who is the perfect revelation of the Father to us (Jh 14:9).

For this reason, we cannot free ourselves from the use of anthropomorphic imagery if we want to hold fast to our confession of God as a person, Creator, Saviour and Ruler (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:198).  Rejecting the anthropomorphisms means rejecting God's revelation to us.  The anthropomorphisms save us from creating our own, impersonal image of God and safeguard the reality and personhood of God in  our theology.

We should therefore accept in childlike faith that God is not only mighty, but that he has personal feelings:  he can rejoice in his creation (Gn 1:31), or be angry at the rebellion of his creature (Dt 32:19, 21), and be disgusted at the religion of an unfaithful people (Is 1:14).  This anger and joy should not be reinterpreted as mere positive or negative reactions of an impersonal, impassionate power, but should be accepted as the personal feelings of a personal God who can love and hate, who can even be distressed in all our distresses (Is 63:9).  With Calvin (1900:752), Delitzsch (1867:453), Young (1972, III:481), Leopold (1968, II:342) and Motyer (1993:513), I accept the correctness of the "traditional" rendering of this verse, on the grounds that it is the most obvious rendering of the Hebrew, and requires no change in the text, provided the l'o is taken to mean "for him".  It would be quite understandable if the soferîm, the Hebrew transcribers, were offended by the idea that God might be in affliction or anguish, and therefore substituted lamed alef holem for lamed waw hôlem.  The translation preferred is a much more striking and poetic rendering and fits much better into the context of God's compassion than the flat "he was not an enemy".  God's heart can yearn for Ephraim, he has great compassion with him (Jr 31:20).

Because God is a person, there can be love and fellowship between man and God.  This fellowship is possible because man was created "in the image and likeness of God" (Gn 1:26, and see discussion under 4.4.7), and the Old Testament speaks in moving terms about God as the father of his people:  

"Is this the way to repay the LORD, O foolish and unwise people?  Is he not your Father, your Creator, who made you and formed you?" (Dt 32:6).  Or Ps 68:5:  "A father to the fatherless, a defender of the widows, is God in his holy dwelling."

In Is 63:16 Yahweh is called the Father of Israel to the exclusion of their patriarchs:  "But you are our Father, though Abraham does not know us, or Israel acknowledge us; you, O LORD, are our Father, our Redeemer from of old is your name."  In Ml 1:6 God reproaches Israel with these words, "If I am a father, where is the honour due to me?"

The complementary figure of Israel as the son(s) of God is used in the same chapter of Isaiah (63:7-9): "He said, 'Surely they are my people, sons who will not be false to me'; and so he became their Saviour."  And perhaps the most moving passage where this figure is employed is Jr 31:9,20:


"Is not Ephraim my dear son, the child in whom I delight?


Though I often speak against him, I still remember him.


Therefore my heart yearns for him;


I have great compassion for him,' declares the LORD."

Among Israel's neighbours, there is a direct physical relationship between the gods and man, man having been born of a mother goddess or formed by the gods from gods' blood.  Man emanated from the same forces of nature than did the gods (Lettinga, 1956:322,323).  Humans, such as kings, could be deified.  Yet, while man was on the one hand a child of the gods, on the other hand he was their much abused slave.  The genealogical relationship did not guarantee any loyalty or affection.

In the Old Testament this tension was avoided by the fact that man was on the one hand essentially different from God, while yet on the other hand being God's image and likeness.  This made it possible for man to have access to and fellowship with God without the essential difference between God and man being cancelled.  The terms "image and likeness" express on the one hand the difference between God and man, and on the other hand their close relationship.  (For these paragraphs on man as the image of God, see Vriezen, 1974:185‑189).



4.2.4.10
The future dimension
De Groot/Hulst (1952:151) points out that when God calls himself 'ehyeh  'ašer 'ehyeh he uses the "imperfect" form of the verb, thereby indicating that he is not only the God of the fathers, of a glorious past, but the God of the present:  "I am".  But the imperfect form is also directed to the future.  What he was in the past, he is just as surely in the present and will be in future.  This reminds one of what is said about the Christ in Rv 1:4: "him who is, who was and who is to come".

It is thus abundantly clear that God's self‑revelation in Exodus 3 is not that of an abstract idea, but of his personal saving presence;  "Het gaat niet om een 'Sein', maar om een 'Dasein'"  (It is not a matter of being, but of being at hand -- De Groot/ Hulst, 1952:152).

When, however, the name Yahweh is used in the Old Testament, one should watch against trying to overstretch its meaning as revealed in Exodus 3 and limit it to that.  "The NAME must remain entirely free for the fulness of biblical associations, of reminiscences and expectations attached to it, a fulness which every 'translation' would restrict" (Rosin, 1956:109).  In the very ancient document recorded in Judges 5, Deborah hails God as the One who still has his dwelling in Seir, but who also rules the heavens above (vs. 4) and even the stars (vs. 20); the mountains stagger and the earth is shaken when he arises to battle.  He is also the God who brings about justice (vs. 11) (Vriezen 1963:10).


4.2.5  'ab (Father)

Although the idea of the fatherhood of God is not so prominent in the Old Testament as in the New, it originated in the Old, and specifically with Jeremiah and the author of Is 63, 64 (Jr 3:4;  31:9; Is 63:l6; 64:8) and was taken up again by Malachi (1:6).  From Jr 3:4 it is clear that the idea was by that time familiar among Judaeans, and was actually abused with the self‑deception that Yahweh, being their father, was bound to take sides with them, irrespective of whether they remained faithful to his covenant or not.

It is of theological importance to note that this divine paternity was never understood in a realistic, genealogical sense as among Israel's pagan neighbours, where man was thought to have originated from the blood of the gods (Vriezen, 1974:187).  In Israel it was always intended as a metaphor.   Yahweh is called father not in the genealogical sense but because he is the creator of his people and of the faithful who make up the people. 

In this context it is necessary to discuss Gn 5:2, 3, where we are told (in vs 2) that God created man bidmut 'elohîm ("in the likeness of God"), and (vs 3) that Adam had a son bidmutô kesalmô ("in his likeness, according to his image").  The expression in vs 3 uses exactly the same terms as Gn 1:26, which indicates that the author wants us to see a strong analogy between the two expressions:  just as Seth is the likeness and image of Adam, so Adam is the likeness and image of God.  However, it would be misleading to see in this analogy any idea of genealogical relationship between man and God.  That would be contrary to what the whole of the rest of the Old Testament teaches about the relationship between God and man.   The idea that man is God's image in fact emphasizes the difference between Creator and creature, despite the intimate fellowship between the two.   If the author of this passage was a priest, it becomes so much the more inconceivable that he intended to convey the idea of genealogical relationship between man and God.  What the author actually intends to convey here is the idea that the divine image and likeness is transmitted through the succeeding generations, despite the Fall (Hamilton, 1990:255)

He is not Mwari, the first ancestor or chief.  Israelites only rarely give to Yahweh the title of father when they address him and only rarely do they call themselves sons of Yahweh.  It is rather God who designates himself as father by calling the Israelites his sons.  That prevented any mysticism based upon a bond of physical parentage between God and man (Jacob, 1958: 62).

In the Old Testament the title "father" expresses lordship.  The relation of a son to a father is one of obedience, and that is what is foremost in the thoughts of the prophets when they employ this metaphor.  Ahab says to Tiglath Pileser, "I am your servant and your son" (2 Ki 16:7‑‑see also Jacob, 1958:60).

The term 'ab also implies a bond of fellowship (Fohrer, 1972: 108), just as the idea of God as Israel's bridegroom implies fellowship (Hosea 1 - 3).

It should be noted that this term is important for our study from two angles.  In the first place it denotes very graphically the personhood of God and his personal relationship with his people over against the impersonal image of God among the Sotho‑Tswana.  On the other hand it does not imply the genealogical bond of ancestor and offspring inherent in the Venda, Shona and other African concepts of God.


4.2.6  In summarizing, one notices that a very important characteristic of God under whatever name he reveals himself, is his personal character and consequently his personal fellowship with his people.  This is one feature that binds together the nuances of meaning in all the names of God which we have discussed above.

4.3  Names and Titles which are avoided
The most important and relevant of these is Melek, (King).  The term Mlk is attested among both the eastern and western Semites.  Among the latter the best known are Milkom, which is the name Mlk followed by a mem in place of the article, the national god of the Ammonites, and Melqart, the god of the city of Tyre (Jacob, 1958:59).

When used with Yahweh, this term denotes his sovereign rule (1 Sm 12:12;  Ps 24:7).  The false prophets are rather fond of this term (Mi 2:13;  4:7 ‑‑ see van der Woude, 1985 ad locum), and for this reason it seems as if the faithful prophets tended to avoid it.  Another reason is most probably the associations the title Melek would call up with the Canaanite Moloch.

Other names and titles which are avoided are the theriomorphic ones which are so common in Semitic (Lettinga, 1956:314) and Egyptian (De Buck, 1956:7-50) religion and mythology.  This fact corroborates the strongly personal terms in which Yahweh is conceived in the Old Testament.

4.4  The Sovereign, Living God who reveals himself in History
Helberg (1976 [1], Vol. 1:32) defines the Kingdom of God as follows: The sovereign, living God maintains his absolute rule, in intimate covenant relationship with man, through his word, in the course of history, despite the fact that man is mortally fallen.


4.4.1  Introductory remarks


4.4.1.1  Revelation is basic to God's relationship with man.

The whole relationship between God and man as described in the Old Testament is based on God's revelation to man (Vriezen, 1974:193).  Even before the fall, God revealed himself to man in his words and commands.   Since God is transcendent (Gn 1:1), and man has no natural genealogical relationship to God, he cannot know God and his will apart from revelation.  (Eichrodt, 1961:292:  "man's relationship with God was based on revelation in the strict sense of the word...")



4.4.1.2  Revelation in history characteristic of the Old Testament

The covenant bond with which God bound himself to Israel in history is one of the most characteristic and the most original facets of Old Testament revelation.  It is one of the most distinctive features of the faith of Israel, since among its pagan neighbours history never came into its own (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:214).  One could hardly expect history to be taken seriously or even grasped at all in the mythological-cyclical world view of the ancient Semitic peoples.  Vriezen (1974:177) speaks of history as the canvas on which God's revelation was embroidered.  That is why the distinctive concept of salvation history became characteristic of biblical revelation.

But since believing Israel experienced history as the terrain of God's saving acts, it was very important to them to experience his presence and fellowship in their personal history, and when things befell them which seemed to negate that presence, it caused much agony and soul-searching. This agony is the background of a book like Job and of psalms like Psalm 10 ("Why, O Lord, do you stand far off?  Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?"); 14 ("The fool says in his heart, 'There is no God'"), and 44 ("Why do you hide your face and forget our misery and oppression?) (See Fohrer, 1972:143).

Closely bound up with this is the factual, non‑speculative nature of the revelation of God in the Old Testament.   God's disclosure of himself is not grasped speculatively,  he reveals himself to Israel in his dealings with them (Eichrodt, 1961:37).

This is what Blaize Pascal understood in the night of his conversion and expressed in the words, "Dieu!  Dieu d'Abraham, d'Isaac et de Jacob!  Dieu de Jesus Christ, non des philosophes et des savants."  (God!  God of Abraham, of Isaac and of Jacob!  God of Jesus Christ, not of the philosophers and scholars.)

This is also what Hendrik Kraemer meant when he used the term "biblical realism" to describe the nature of Gods revelation in Scripture compared to that of the other religions (1947:64f.).

The Old Testament, like the New, does not provide us with a philosophical description of the being of God, but tells us enough about God's dealings with humans to provide a basis for theological reflection.  What was once true about God's relationship to his people is still valid, because God does not change (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:11,12).  The Old Testament ascribes many "attributes" to God, all of which reflect his living reality in some way or other -- the living reality of the God who is active, intervening, ruling and reacting on the actions of humans (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:162-166).

When the Old Testament proclaims the "attributes" of God, it does not provide a list of them in a systematic order, or discuss them in relation to each other; no, it proclaims the God who is holy, just, merciful, mighty by telling us of his just, merciful and mighty deeds and of what happens when people disregard his holiness, or how his holiness is revealed in his love and forgiveness when no love and forgiveness could have been expected any longer.  These attributes are revealed in historical context as circumstances demand, in God's mighty deeds and revelations to Israel in the weal and woe of the covenant people, and not in the form of speculations about the essence and being of God.  One should therefore not imagine that the sum of God's attributes could describe his being or essence.  Rather, it is the case that each of God's attributes points to the totality of his being as he deals with the world of men.  God is not a plurality, but one  (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:166;  see also 162‑165).


4.4.2  The Image of God among Israel's Neighbours as Regards his Working in History
In ancient Semitic mythology there was no room for a real historic approach to religion and the gods.  Man was caught up in a cyclical view of time, which corresponded to the mythological explanation of seasons and other phenomena of nature.  The gods were not above this cycle, but were irrevocably bound to it.  Baal was subjected to the fate of having to die every year (as was Tammuz of the Babylonians or Sandon of the Hittites), and it was the function of Anath to conquer the god Moth every year again, in order to be able to revive Baal, be united to him and thus to inaugurate the rainy season every autumn (Noth, 1957:221-228; Jacob, 1962:47-52; Albright, 1968:109-111).  As Miskotte (1939:79) has pointed out, the analogy between the landscape and the concept of God which is so patent in heathenism is not valid for the Thora.

Since the gods were subject to this cycle of nature, there could never be any question of a god being in sovereign control of history.  They were nature gods, as already said, personified forces of nature.  They were not really living gods;  to the contrary, Baal could on account of the myths associated with his own cult be called "the dying god"!  Habakkuk seeks his comfort in the fact that Jahweh is different from Baal:  "You do not die!" (Hab 1:12, if we accept with most commentators that the word namut is one of the tiqqune soferim, see Van der Woude, 1978:28).


4.4.3
The Image of God among the Sotho‑Tswana and Other African Peoples with Regards to History
If God is the Force Vitale in the cosmos, "it" might be regarded as the driving force of history.  But since in that case God is not personal, there can be no question of him being in sovereign control of history, guiding it by his decisions according to his plan and pleasure, overruling the “natural course of events”, just as little as an electric current can guide the way it is used.

Among many other Bantu peoples God belongs to the realm of the spirits, which seem to become less personal the further they are removed in time from the living (Mbiti, 1979: 133).  God then belongs no longer, to use Mbiti's terminology, to the mituki phase of time, the present, but to the tene phase, the remote past.  One would expect that everything that is valid for the other inhabitants of the tene world is also valid for him, ie. that he becomes more vague and less personal in the course of time (Mbiti, 1979:31).  Mbiti goes as far as to state, "There is no teleology in African Eschatology;  what there is might be called 'deteriology'" (1971:139)!

On the question to what extent, according to the Bantu peoples, God still reveals himself or makes his influence felt in history, there is very little difference of opinion.  There are very few traces of his influence in history.  He is so remote that he is not relevant to history.  He might at most be perceived to stand at the beginning of history, involved in some way or other with the creation of man.  The only ones from the tene sphere who are to some extent involved in the life of the living on earth, are the spirits, but the Old Testament totally excludes the spirits as possible factors in changing the circumstances of the living.  One needs only refer to Dt 18:9‑13 and Is 8:19 to realise that the Old Testament strictly opposes any communication with the dead, although it was nevertheless practised, directly contrary to God's prohibition, by some Israelites at different stages of the history of Israel (1 Sm 28:7, 12; Is 8:19).  Practising necromancy would amount to being unfaithful to Yahweh, because he is Israel's only counsellor and provider, from whom everything must be expected.


4.4.4  History as the Course of God's Relations with Man

 (cf 4.1, the second paragraph)

Unlike the Canaanites, Israel had moved, under the guidance of God's Spirit, from a naturalistic, mythological explanation of life towards a historical one -- the change from mythology to theistic history.   If the account of creation itself stands in time, myth has once and for all lost its ratio (Von Rad, 1962, Vol. 1:136,139; cf. Miskotte, 1939:65,66).  In Genesis, creation itself takes place in time, in a sequence of days (Von Rad, 1962, Vol. 1:136,139; cf. Miskotte, 1939:65,66).  Miskotte wrote that in the writings of Israel, myths yield to history (1939:108), since those writings are anti-mythological (1939:105).  Even Israel's great annual feasts were not re-enactments of the myths as among the Canaanites, but reminders of God's great deeds of salvation (Von Rad, 1962, Vol. 2:104).  The Passover is not connected to the harvest but to the deliverance of Israel from Egypt (Exodus 12).  The offering of the firstfruits refers to God's redemptive deeds in the first place, and only in the second place to "the fruits of the soil that you, O LORD, have given me" (Dt 26:10), and nowhere is there any trace of trying to secure the fertility of the soil by any of these feasts.

Creation itself seems to find its climax and purpose in the creation of man (Van Rooy, 1987:4).  This relationship was broken by the disobedience of man to God's instructions, and we are shown how this relationship functioned in its restored rather than in its original form.  This will be discussed in detail in the following sections, under the topics of God's election and covenant.   Here I only indicate the nature of God's control of history, to wit that he rules in intimate relationship with man.

The Old Testament says hardly anything about God except in his relationship to man (De Groot/Hulst 1952:76,160).  Old Testament theology, faithful to its name, will deal only with God and his relationship with man and the world (Jacob, 1958:32.  See also Eichrodt, 1961:424,425).

This means that the Old Testament does not give us a report of secular history.  The Old Testament is not interested in secular history, it is only interested in history as far as it reveals God's dealings with man and the world.  The history of the Old Testament is Salvation‑History, or Revelation History, the history of God's dealings with man and his revelation to man (Helberg, 1976, Vol. 1:13; Preusz, 1991:29).

This does not, however, imply that salvation history has little connection with secular history and might as well be referred to the realm of mythology.  Eichrodt, in his criticism of the way in which von Rad disposes of the connection between secular, "factual" history and salvation history, indicates how important it is to hold on to the factual nature of the history of revelation.  One cannot separate the theological expressions of Israel's historical tradition and the facts of Israelite history, as has been done to an ever greater extent in the researches of the last hundred years.  Von Rad comes in for special criticism:  "In von Rad's preliminary methodological remarks... this rift is wrenched apart with such violence, on the basis of the preceding historical sketch... that it seems impossible henceforth to restore any inner coherence between these two aspects of Israel's history" (Eichrodt, 1967:513).

If there is little or no connection between "factual"‑ and salvation‑ history, as seems to be the case in the theology of von Rad, it implies that we have no factual basis for the supposed rule of God in history, but that everything is relegated to the sphere of Israel's faith ‑‑ a faith with no realistic basis in fact, but rather the fruit of man's fertile imagination.  That is not what salvation‑history is, neither is it the revelation of the Old Testament itself.


4.4.5  God's Sovereignty in History

4.4.5.1
 Nowhere is God's sovereign rule over history more  definitely revealed than in the Old Testament account of creation in Genesis 1.  Because he is the Creator, he is the one and only God, the sovereign Lord of history.  Yahweh has no rival or partner.  He is not merely the head of a pantheon, he is simply God.  There is no god Yahweh alongside of other gods.  That is why time and again the Old Testament can speak of the same God with different names, such as El, Elohim, Eloah, and no one could doubt that Yahweh is meant every time.   

Miskotte (1932:62) applies this sovereign creatorship of God to the nature of the act of Creation according to the Old Testament.  God does not create using some already existing substance, the beginning is total and absolute.  One can assume that the concept of creation by means of the word is to be taken as an interpretation of the bara' of Gn 1:1.  "It gives to begin with an idea of the absolute effortlessness of the divine creative action.  It only needed the brief pronouncement of the will of Jahweh to call the world into being" (Von Rad, 1962, Vol. 1:142).

This sovereign act of God in creation presupposed and made possible his sovereign control of history.  In Babylon and Canaan, creation, remaining limited to the domain of myth and ritual, was not able to become the point of departure for a movement in history, so the world of the gods and historical reality remained separate from and closed to each other.  In Israel creation marks a commencement.  "The word reshit, Gn 1:1 is a whole plan of action, because it shows us that God's plan in history has creation as its starting point" (Jacob, 1958:138).

God stands apart from and above creation.  There is no physical kinship or congruence between him and creation.  "By shifting the act of creation to the Word the origin of the creature is attributed entirely to the miracle of the transcendent creative will" (Eichrodt, 1967:100).  The Creator is the Lord.  He can do with his creation as pleases him, with absolute authority and absolute power.  He speaks and it happens.

The Old Testament view on creation brings about an inner coherence of creation and history.  God is sovereign in both:  Creation is understood as "the free institution of the conditioned by the Unconditioned", and therefore the creature can never exist except under constant and total dependence from the Creator, who creates it for the purpose of fellowship and obedience (Eichrodt 1967:100,101).

In the Sotho‑Tswana world view there can be no question of a "will of the Creator who confronts the creature as a 'Thou'" (Eichrodt, 1967:101).  Only a personal God can exert a will and confront his creature as a "Thou".

In the Old Testament, the determining factors of history is in the first place God's transcendent rule, and secondly man's self-willed flight from fellowship with and obedience to God  (Eichrodt, 1967:101).  According to Taylor, in the African concept of the estrangement between God and man, it is God who turned his back on man and not man who broke the relationship, as in the Old Testament story:  "But while everywhere there seems to be an underlying conviction that God is, it is accompanied, and usually overwhelmed, by the pragmatic knowledge that such a God has gone away.  The African myth does not tell of men driven from Paradise, but of God disappearing from the world.  It is man, not God, whose voice calls through the desolate garden, Where art thou?"  (1963:84).

In the Old Testament it is man who has fled from God (Genesis 3),and God who time and time again restores the broken fellowship (Gn 3:9, 21; 6:8; 12:1; Ex 3:2).   That is what God's love, election and covenant is all about.   In this setting, it becomes comprehensible what Edmond Jacob means when he calls creation "already a prefiguring of the covenant" (1958:138).

It is this activity of Yahweh in history that forms the unifying thread which runs through the Old Testament:  in the historical books as report and interpretation of God's dealings in the past, in the prophets as interpretation of the present and warnings or promises for the future, and in the poetical books as rejoicing in the experience of this activity of God, or sometimes, as in the books of Job and Ecclesiastes, as lament over his seeming absence  (Von Rad, 1962, Vol. 1:106).  This theme is perhaps Helberg's most valuable contribution to the study of the history of God's revelation in the Old Testament.  



4.4.5.2  God's Transcendent Rule

In the Old Testament there is a pervading consciousness of God's absoluteness and transcendence ‑‑ the attributes which decisively distinguish him from the gods of all the naturalistic heathen religions (Eichrodt 1967:433; Is 40:12, 18).  There is in the Old Testament no trace of theogony or theomachy (Jacob, 1958:138) ‑‑ a field in which the mythology of the ancient neighbours of Israel revelled.

According to the Sotho image of God there can be no question of transcendent rule.   Ruling presupposes a personal will.  The Modimo of the traditional Sotho world is the impersonal Force Vitale which empowers the processes of nature, but it does not direct their course.   It neither rules nor could it be transcendent.  A panentheistic world view precludes that possibility. 

According to the image of God among the Zulu, Venda, Shona and other peoples, god is more personal than among the Sotho, but in most cases he is neither transcendent, nor sovereign, nor absolute.   Many of these peoples happily lived with the idea of a national god without giving consideration to the position of other peoples they know.  There are, however, examples of peoples who regard God as the absolute Creator.  According to Mbiti "the Banyarwanda hold that God acts as the prime cause of the universe and therefore any event may be imputed to him" (1970:244).



4.4.5.3  The Universal Character of the History of the Old Testament

While the powers of the gods of the nations cease at the frontiers of their territory, Yahweh is in control of universal history, and a declaration like that of Amos that Yahweh directs not only the destinies of Israel, but also that of the Philistines and of the Ethiopians (Am 9:7), provides a good illustration of the universal power of Israel's God (Jacob, 1958:189).  It is this message of the prophets, that Yahweh can call Nebuchadnezzar his servant (Jr 27:6) and Cyrus his shepherd (Is 44:28), that carried the believers among Israel through the catastrophy of the exile.

The object of history is to make Yahweh known to Israel and to the nations (Jacob, 1958:190; Is 45:14).



4.4.5.4  God's Providence in History 

Israel learnt about God's providence from her own history, especially and above all from the great deeds of Yahweh in its deliverence from Egypt and during the desert journey, where they experienced not only God's victorious power but also his loving care (Eichrodt, 1967:168‑175; Preusz, 1991:238-239).

The histories of the patriarchs became for them the outstanding expression and illustration of God's providence.  One can refer to the abduction of Sarah (Genesis 12), and of Rebeccah (Genesis 20; 26) and of the whole history of Jacob.  The history of Joseph, in particular, is the classical expression of a profoundly moral belief in Providence, as expressed in the words of Joseph to his brothers:  "You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good, to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives" (Gn. 50:20).  The same applies to the youth of Moses (Exodus 2), of Samuel (1 Samuel 1), and the story of Esther approaches that of Joseph in the depth and breadth of the scope in which it pictures the providence of Yahweh.  It is not necessary to mention his Name, the facts themselves bear witness to his providence (Preusz, 1991:245).

Although in some instances, such as those of the abduction of Sarah and of Rebeccah, the moral element seems to be absent, this element is usually very prominent, since it goes hand in hand with the personal character of God's rule.  So the Canaanites are punished for their wickedness, and Pharaoh for his oppression of God's people.  There are many expressions of the belief in a universal moral law which indicate God's personal rule, such as the stories of the Deluge and the Tower of Babel, the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, and the prophecies of Amos against the peoples in Amos 1 and 2.  Those nations are judged not only for the cruelties committed to Israel, but also for those committed against other pagan nations!

In the same vein, Nebuchadnezzar and Cyrus are used as instruments for carrying out God's rule (Jr 25:9; Is 45:1).

God's rule is not limited to peoples and their kings, but it includes individuals from the common people.  Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are clearly not only of interest to the authors of Genesis because of their status as patriarchs, but also as individuals with whom God deals as individuals.  The same applies to Joseph.  (See De Groot/Hulst, 1952:248‑249).  The books of Samuel, which deals with the ascendency of the Davidic kingdom, starts with the story of a man and his two wives, of whom one was childless (Preusz, 1991:240-241).  The kingdom of God is his rule over people, including the most insignificant commoner (Helberg, 1976, Vol. 1:298,299).

This brings us to the next point, to wit 



4.4.5.5  The Directness of God's Rule

It is characteristic of the Old Testament how direct the connection between God and occurrences in the world of men is seen to be.  It seems clear that no sphere of life falls outside God's rule and sovereign will, no matter how small and insignificant it may seem.  The way kings rule, the way people treat each other, questions of war and peace  -- all these are under his jurisdiction and are required to accord with his standards.  Human relations are not "merely human" but because of the moral demands of the God who is in control, are religious matters.  In everything humans recognize God's rule and requirements -- even where his Name is not explicitly mentioned, as in the book of Esther, he is still the One who acts (De Groot/Hulst, 1952: 347‑348).  Vriezen (1963:67,68) gives a long list of examples from the Old Testament, mainly from the books of Samuel, of how Yahweh's direct and immediate rule is exercised in the weal and woe of Israel and of the main figures in those books.  But many instances could be adduced from other books, such as Ex 4:21; 1 Ki 11:14, 23; 22:19f; Neh 1:11.

Everything stands directly under God's rule, to such an extent that even misfortune and evil of all kinds are reckoned as God's doing, effected and sent by him.  The "jealous exclusiveness" and the absolute sovereign power of Yahweh leave no room either for an independent hostile divine will or for the capricious activity of demons, who play such a large part in the religions of the neighbouring heathen peoples.  Hence for every event there was but one divine causality;  "and the frank derivation of even the dark and enigmatic side of the cosmic process from the one divine Lord ‑‑ a derivation which was given concise and striking formulation in the well‑known prophetic sayings of Am 3:5f. and Is 45:7 ‑‑ made it clear beyond all question that no limits could confine the Providence of God" (Eichrodt, 1967:176).  This belief brought a deeply rooted inner stability into the life of God's people.

"Belief in Providence was therefore able in this way to incorporate all the phenomena of life, evil included, within its scope" (Eichrodt, 1967:76‑177).  It is Yahweh who incites David to count the people (2 Sm. 24:l).  It is he who sends a lying spirit into the prophets of Ahab with the purpose of inducing him to attack the Aramaeans, so that he may fall in battle (1 Ki 22:19‑33, see also De Groot/Hulst, 1952:172‑173).  According to the book of Job even the evil spirits stand under his command and are accountable to him for their evil work (Job 1:6).

This is the reason why Job, Asaph in Psalm 73, and Habakkuk (1:2-12) experience such intense spiritual agony over obvious or seeming injustices in the world.  If God is almighty, and if he is just, then why does he allow such terrible injustice and suffering? (See Van der Woude, 1978:25).

"Israel paid a high price for her refusal to accept any form of metaphysical dualism, for by excluding from the world all traces of any theomachic dualism, she was compelled to face the problem in her religious thought of accepting and explaining the dualism as a fact within the godhead itself" (Von Rad, 1965:151).  Every kind of political folly, military catastrophy, disease, earthquake, famine, drought or locust plague was seen by Israel as a visitation by Yahweh.  On the part of the sufferers there was grief, terror and angry remonstrance (for the accepted explanation made the hardship yet harder to bear), but still the psalm rode roughshod over the sufferer's bewilderment: it is Yahweh and none other who forms light and creates darkness, makes weal and creates woe (Is 45:7).  “I am Yahweh, who do all these things” (Von Rad, 1965:151).

It should be abundantly clear from this that the Old Testament leaves no room for other spiritual agents independent from God, who have any power to influence man's life and events on earth, whether the agent is an independent hostile divine will, or demonic forces.  The Old Testament, at least, leaves no room for the activity of ancestral spirits or for any kind of dependence on them or communication with them.  That is why these practices are so expressly forbidden in Deuteronomy 18, and why Isaiah describes them in such vivid terms as practices of a people who have no light and no future (Is 8:19‑22 ‑‑ See Calvin, John. Isaiah, ad locum; Delitzsch, 1867:239; Leupold, 1968:176; Young, 1965, Vol. 1:218/9).

Whatever the proponents of ancestrolatry may say, the practice remains a form of superstition which has no positive value whatsoever, which denies the plain teaching of Scripture which wisely forbids it; which denies the plain teaching of Scripture on the eternal destiny of man, of the eternal chasm between those who die in Christ and those who die without him, and which disregards the real causes of the events in our daily lives.  Research has demonstrated the debilitating effect of this superstition in the lives of peoples, and the renewing effect of discarding it (Van Rooy, J. A., 1987 [2]:28, 29).


4.4.6  The Agencies of God's Rule 

We remind the reader again of the definition that Helberg gives of God's kingdom, which is the same as God's rule:  "The sovereign, living God maintains his absolute rule, in intimate covenant relationship with man, through his word, in the course of history, despite the fact that man is mortally fallen."  The agencies of this rule of God is his Spirit and his word.  Both God's  Spirit and God's word expresses God himself at work in the world (Miskotte, 1939:73; Knight, 1983:23, 24)).



4.4.6.1  God's Spirit

The Spirit of God was involved in God's rule over the earth right from creation, when "the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters" (Gn 1:2 ‑‑ For a discussion of the alternative translations, such as "a mighty wind swept over the deep", see Van Rooy, 1987[1]:3;  Hamilton, 1990:111, 112, and Gispen, 1974:43, 44. See also Ps 33:6).

It is this same Spirit, the ruah 'elohim, who gave life to man (Gn 6:3!), and who in the course of the history of revelation so often appeared as an intermittent divine force, overpowering man and equipping him for his task under God's rule (Jdg 6:34; 1 Sm 11:6; 16:13).

It would be far from realistic to try to prove that Israel from the earliest times had a trinitarian concept of God.  The action of the Spirit in history was not experienced with equal intensity in the course of the ages, but nevertheless throughout history it is the Spirit who directs events, even when he is referred to by other terms such as "the hand of Yahweh", as in Ezekiel (Jacob, 1958:124; Ez 37:1; Is 61:1), and we do find believers speaking in personal terms of the Spirit (as in Is 63:10).  The reason for this is that the Spirit is conceived as God at work in the world, and God at work in the world is called "the Spirit of God", and conceived of in personal terms.  From there it is not such a long step towards thinking of the Spirit as a separate "person" within the Trinity.

The element of nearness and fellowship was prominent in the ministry of the Spirit in the Old Testament, as is expressed in the lament of David in Ps 51:11: "Do not cast me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me."  Israel was very conscious, especially in accepting the gift of prophecy as the work of God's Spirit, of the presence of the living God among his people through the working of his Spirit.  The Spirit mobilizes man into God's service, equips him for that service and brings fellowship between God and man (Vriezen, 1974:229,230; Preusz, 1991:183-186).  Without the spirit ‑‑ and on this point the testimony of the Old Testament is unanimous ‑‑ it is not possible to have communion between God and man (Jacob, 1958:127).  "In this way, therefore, faith in the invisible nearness of God acquired an ally whose importance can hardly be overestimated..." (Eichrodt, 1967:53).

Among the Sotho peoples, as generally in Southern Africa, when people think of a spirit and its working, it is almost bound to be an ancestor spirit (Sundkler, 1961:238-252).  There is no trace of a Holy Spirit of God who is in any way involved in the world or the affairs of mankind.  It almost seems as if the ancestor spirits fulfill, as a kind of surrogate, the needs which Africans may have of the working of the Spirit of God.  They direct man's affairs by appearing in dreams, or by enabling diviners to see beyond the vision of ordinary humans, or by taking possession of the living, equipping them with supernatural powers of divining.

It would seem that the spirits of the ancestors fulfill for the Bantu, to a certain extent, the function of bringing the supernatural nearer to man, but then in the form of spirit possession.  There were phenomena in Israel which reminds one of this kind of possession, especially among the groups of prophets from the time of Samuel onwards who cultivated the element of ecstasy in religion.  "The prophets are animated by the spirit," Jacob writes.  "The nebi'îm of the time of Samuel are possessed by the ruach and he who comes into contact with them is willy‑nilly so infected as to become 'another man' (1 Sam. 6:10)" (1958:125).  In later times the true prophets became more and more reluctant to refer explicitly to the working of the "spirit", even where it is implied.  This reluctance was without doubt the result of the abuse of the phenomenon of possession by the false prophets in order to claim authority for themselves ‑‑ authority which the true prophets recognised as not coming from the Holy Spirit.  Jeremiah said they boasted of possessing the Spirit, but it was really only wind (both concepts being expressed by the Hebrew term ruach ‑‑ see Jr 5:13).  It was this avoidance of the term "spirit" which brought another term for the same concept more prominently to the fore, that is



4.4.6.2  The Word of God

In Africa, God is essentially a silent god.  In most cultures he never speaks to man, since he is too far removed from man on the hierarchical ladder, and in those cultures in which he does speak to man, he speaks only sporadically and in special oracles through initiated specialists.  Never in any case does his oracle have any bearing on personal fellowship with the individual.  

In the Old Testament God is the God who speaks.  His word comes to the individual as well as to the people as a whole.  This concept of God's personal word is conceived as being parallel with the work of the Spirit from creation.  According to Genesis 1 everything is created by the word of God:  He said, "Let there be light", and there was light  (See also Ps 33:6:  "By the word of God were the heavens made, their starry host by the breath [rûach] of his mouth").

We have defined the Kingdom of God as "God carrying through his sovereign rule, in intimate covenant relationship with man, in the course of history, through his word."   

God rules through his word, which is, in the first place, powerful.  Isaiah sees his God hurl a word against Israel like a weapon;  it falls, and strikes home in Jacob, calling forth destruction (Is 9:7f., cf. Hs 6:5).  Jeremiah is called to be a prophet over the nations by God's putting his word into his mouth, so that he now has power not only to plant and to build, but also to pluck up and break down (Jr 1:5,9f.).  By eating the word in the form of a scroll Ezekiel learns that a power existing objectively over against him is now effective within him to kill and to make anew, in order that the 'rebellious house' may be changed into a people of God (Ez 2:4ff.;  3:1ff.).  "Deutero‑Isaiah" sees the word of God going forth like a swift messenger to establish the divine will with full authority, and then to return to God again (Is 55:10 f.).  As the power of God, therefore, the word is more or less synonymous with the rûah (Eichrodt, 1967:73).

But the word is also the instrument of God's personal fellowship with man.  The word, as one of God's most precious and distinguishing gifts to man, his image, makes possible a rich and varied communion, a spiritual communion (Vriezen, 1974:241), without any mystical or physical contact and without in any way removing the essential difference between God as Creator and man as creature.

God reveals himself in nature and in history, but these revelations are incomplete unless accompanied by the word of God.  Even when the prophet Elijah at Horeb sees wind, earthquake and fire follow one another, he learns that these "were only the prelude to a more effective manifestation, that of the word [1 Kings 19]" (Jacob, 1958:73).

Isaiah contrasts Yahweh with the pagan gods by the word of the one and the silence of the others.   Of the false god made by human hands he says, 'It is vain to cry unto him, he does not reply, he does not deliver from distress" (46:7;  cf. also 41:21;  43:9;  45:20ff.) (Jacob, 1958:127).

The continuity of God's revelation in his word is very important in the Old Testament.  While in Babylon and Egypt the word intervenes in isolated events which have no connection with one another, the word of God in the Old Testament directs and inspires a single history which begins with the word of God pronounced at the creation and is completed by the word of God made flesh (Jn 1:14).  "Therefore it is in history that the word is revealed and its action in nature is only a pale reflection of its work in history" (Jacob, 1958:129).  Even in definite and individual cases, the prophets do not pronounce a word but the word of God.  This means that each time the prophet speaks he reveals Jahweh in his totality under one of his essential aspects as judge or as saviour, and that revelation made to an individual has value as an example for all the people (Jacob, 1958:130).

Because the word of God is the revelation of the personal will of a personal God, the effectiveness of this word goes hand in hand with a personal relationship between God and the receiver of the word.  The false prophets are not in any way personally affected by the word they claim to announce.  Their character is not changed by it in any way.  By contrast, the true prophets of Yahweh are deeply moved by the word.  Jeremiah experiences it as a crushing power (2:9, see Jacob, 1958:130).  Amos compares the situation of the prophet who has received the word to the terror which spontaneously seizes a man who hears the roaring of a lion (Am 3:8).

If God is Modimo, an impersonal pervading power, there can be no question of a word of Modimo which reflects his personal will.  There can be no question of fellowship brought about by the word. Neither can there be any question of a moral change being effected by the word.  If indeed it is an impersonal force, however mighty, then Modimo is amoral.  Therefore there cannot even be any question of a history with a beginning and goal, guided by his moral will, or revealing his love for a people.

On the other hand, if he is UMvelingqangi or Mwari, who have some personal traits, but who are not concerned with the history of the living, the revelations of their will through mediums can be expected to be few and far between, on sporadic occasions when the people is supposed to have aroused the displeasure of the god for some reason or other.  But in this case, since Mwari or UMvelingqangi is not supposed to be in sovereign control of creation and history, there can be no expectation of a history guided by their will and directed and interpreted by their word.  (See Vriezen, 1974:178:  "Gods handelen in de geschiedenis wordt begeleid door de profetische openbaring, de godsmannen weten met hem mee").



4.4.6.3  The Angel of Yahweh

When Yahweh comes to the aid of his people, it is very often as the Angel of Yahweh (mal’ak Yahweh), especially in the histories of the Pentateuch and Judges.  God appears, among others, to Hagar (Gn 16:7-13), Moses (Ex 3), Gideon (Jdg 6:11-23) and Manoach (Jdg 13:3-22), always in the context of a saving act.  It is clear from the reaction of those privileged to have seen the Angel of the Lord that they, as well as the authors of the books which record these appearances, did not really distinguish between the Angel and Yahweh himself.  The person who is called “the Angel of the Lord” in Gn 16:7, Ex 3:2, Jdg 6:11 and 13:3, is called Yahweh in Gn 16:13, Ex 3:4-7, Jdg 6:14 and 13:22.  When God comes in his creating and recreating power, he comes as the Spirit of God; when he comes as Saviour, he comes as the Angel of Yahweh.  This is much nearer to a concept of Trinity than most scholars would like to concede.

It testifies to the guidance of God’s Spirit in the history of Israel and the recording of Scripture that the Angel or the Spirit were never in any way substantialized as secondary persons or gods beside Yahweh himself.


4.4.7  Man's Place in Creation and History
Just as the Old Testament teaches us nothing about God except in his relation to man, in the same way it teaches us nothing about man except in his relation to God.

This relationship is possible because man was created in the image of God.  This is the very first fact stated about man in the Old Testament (Gn 1:26).



4.4.7.1  Man as God's Image (selem)

Man is not a demigod.  He has no genealogical relationship to God.  He is a mere creature and in that capacity shares in all the feebleness and limitations of all creatures.  Job laments, "Man born of woman is of few days and full of trouble.  He springs up like a flower and withers away; like a fleeting shadow, he does not endure" (Job 14:1‑2).  Ps 103:15‑16 expresses the same idea, and it is also expressed beautifully by the wise woman interceding for Absolom with David (2 Sm 14:14): "Like water spilled on the ground, which cannot be recovered, so we must die."  The feebleness of man inherent in his creaturely estate is one of the reasons why God is moved to pity and to pardon (Jacob, 1958:151;  see also Ps 78:38‑39).  The opposition between God and man is defined by the prophet Isaiah as that of flesh and spirit (31:3), flesh being synonymous with feebleness and spirit with power (See Jr 17:5).

This feebleness of man is expressed in the Old Testament by the term used for denoting man, 'enosh (Jacob, 1958:156).  The term "flesh" (basar) is another way of expressing the same idea.  In the Old Testament flesh is always what distinguishes man qualitatively from God, not in the sense of a matter‑spirit dualism, but of a contrast between strength and weakness (Gn 6:3;  Is 31:3;  40:6;  49:26;  Jr 17:5;  Ps 56:4;  78:39;  2 Chr 32:8.  See Jacob, 1958:158.  See also Helberg, 1959:23-28).

Yet, notwithstanding man's creatureliness, he is given the honour of having been created "in the image and likeness of God".  What is the exact meaning of the terms selem and demut in Gn 1:26 and 27?   According to some it means that man is intended to be God's representative on earth, as the Afrikaans 1983 translation renders it, "verteenwoordiger", probably with reference to the idea that in the ancient Near East the king was called the image of the deity (Zimmerli, 1978:35), or that the image of the god in its temple represents the deity (Gerber, 1989:31), or that the Egyptian king represents the deity on earth  (Westermann, 1968:209-214).  Gispen (1974:73-79) discusses at length the different viewpoints on this matter and concludes that the above-mentioned explanation cannot be deduced from the text, but rather that it simply means that there are similarities or analogies between God and man, the two nouns selem and demut expressing the same idea in the parallellism of thought.  The nuance of man's rule over creation, as God rules over it, is brought out in the rest of Gn 1:26, and again in verse 28.  

It seems as if the explanation of the Heidelberg Cathechism, based on Gn 1:26 and the Pauline explanation given in Eph 4:24 and Cl 3:10:  "righteousness, holiness and knowledge" rest on solid exegetical grounds (Gerber, 1989:33).  These are the characteristics of God in which there is an analogy between God and man.  Ruling over creation presupposes righteousness, the royal virtue, by virtue of which alone man may claim the right to remain in his dominant position on earth;  it presupposes holiness, the priestly virtue, by virtue of which man can rule in communion with God and in his supreme service -- a communion which forms the basis of Genesis 1 and 2, and is hinted at in the "walking of God in the cool of the evening" of Genesis 8;  it presupposes knowledge, the prophetic virtue, by virtue of which man, knowing God's will, can rule wisely over the earth -- which is already hinted at in the fact that man is told to name the animals (Gn 2:19).  These are the aspects of man's dominion which are brought to the fore in Psalm 8, the psalm of man's dominion in subjection to God.  These are the implications of man's being the image of God which, among others, are fulfilled in Christ Jesus, the perfect image of God (Col 1:15,19), the Second Adam (1 Cor 15:47).  The point of all this is that, because he is God's image, man can both rule and have fellowship with God as one person with another, however great the differences between God as Creator and man as creature may otherwise be.  See also Jacob, 1958:152.  As God's image, man is "a YOU addressed by God and and accountable to God" (Westermann, 1968:208 -- my own translation --, see also 209,217,218).

In any case, there seems to be a vast difference between the Old Testament idea of man the image of God, and the similar terms when they are used in Egypt to denote humanity as supposed to have originated by way of generation from the divine world (Jacob, 1958:168).  In the Old Testament it presupposes no such genealogical connection (Vriezen, 1974:187), but rather indicates an acquired status, that of having been appointed by God as his regent on earth. 

The fact that man was created in God's image implies that we learn about God by observing man in his innocent state.  He possesses righteousness, holiness and knowledge, as the image of God is explained by Paul in Eph 4:24 and Cl 3:10.  These are attributes that indicate personhood.  For man to be created in the likeness of God's image can only mean that on him, too, personhood is bestowed as the definitive characteristic of his nature.  He has "a share in the personhood of God" (Eichrodt, 1967:126);  and as a being capable of self‑awareness and self‑determination he is open to being addressed by God and capable of responsible conduct. This quality of personhood is what makes humans essentially human, and distinguishes them from all other creatures (Eichrodt, 1967:126).

Man can never be conceived to have been created in the image of Modimo of the Sotho peoples ‑- not as long as man is a person and Modimo is an impersonal force.  Therefore against the background of the Modimo concept man cannot be conceived of as the ruler of the earth.  At most the highest in the hierarchy of forces, the paramount chief, or his ancestor spirits, may be in some sense regarded as rulers of the earth.  But according to the Old Testament every human being has been created to be a ruler in his own right, in the position for which God has destined him.  God did not create a royal hero, but simply and plainly a human being.

If, on the other hand, God is the first ancestor, then man is genealogically related to him and God has to be conceived as the image of man.  But this has nothing to do with the righteousness, holiness and knowledge about which the Bible teaches us.  In this case, God, being the highest in the hierarchy of forces, is the ruler, but this attribute is not carried over to all his descendants in the sense that all men are rulers over creation.

Incidentally, this doctrine of man having been created in the image and likeness of God involves the consequence that man does not worship nature as among the heathen, but rules over it in responsibility to the Creator of nature.



4.4.7.2  God's Sovereignty and Man's Responsibility

For every monotheistic religion there is the challenge to reconcile the sovereignty of God with the responsibility of man.  God's providence covers everything.  From the very beginning Israel's belief in God's power in history and individual life implied to the believing Israelite that God is also in control of his will and decisions.  It is not simply that God allows a man to do a thing thus and not otherwise;  he is himself at work in these acts of personal freedom.  He causes Absolom to reject the good counsel of Ahitophel, in order to bring evil upon him;  he inspires Rehoboam to reject the petitions of the people; he stirs up David to begin the disastrous census.  He seems to goad Saul into his unappeasable hostility toward David;  he hardens the heart of Pharaoh, of Sihon, and also of the Canaanites as a whole.  Indeed, he even sends out his prophets with the explicit command:  'Make the heart of this people fat, and their ears heavy, and shut their eyes...' (Is 6:10).  He pours upon his people a spirit of deep sleep (Is 29:10) and hardens their heart (Is 63:17).  To try to explain this working of God through the lives of people by a doctrine of "God's permissive will" is to fail to grasp the profound reality of God's own acting in the decisions of people (Eichrodt, 1967:179).  The author of the proverb in Pr 21:1 says, "The king's heart is in the hand of the LORD;  he directs it like a watercourse wherever he pleases"  (cf. Ps 33:15; Zch 12:1). The story of Joseph almost seems to have been constructed with the purpose of illustrating this truth.  From a human viewpoint, the whole story is about the free choices of individuals, some evil, some good,  and the results of those choices.  There is no hint at any stage that anyone -- Jacob, Joseph and his brothers, Potiphar and his wife, Pharaoh and Joseph's fellow prisoners -- acts otherwise than of his own free will (Wright, 1983:25).  Yet Joseph's comment at the end of the story sums it all up:  "You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives" (Gn 50:20).

Nevertheless, the profound realisation of the sovereign control of God never leads to determinism in the Old Testament.  These two truths of God's sovereignty and man's responsibility, God's effective action and man's moral freedom, are both maintained in their full force, and a person remains responsible for his choices and decisions:  obedience or disobedience, life or death (Dt 30:15f.).  The Old Testament does not try to explain the tension between these two truths, but endures them and maintains both uncompromisingly (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:35).

Because everyone is responsible for his/her deeds, everyone is also accountable to God.  This principle is laid down clearly in the first question we read about in the Bible:  "Adam, where are you?" (Gn 3:9).  This responsibility also implies a personal choice of faith for everyone.  The story of God's people starts with the choice of obedience to God's calling of Abraham:  "Go out of your land to the country I shall show you" (Genesis 12).  And in the Sinaitic covenant the people is addressed in the second person singular (Wright, 1983:200).

One topic remains to be mentioned under this heading, and that is the relationship of individual and group responsibility.  Taken at face value, many statements of Old Testament faith and many instances of it seems to place a heavy emphasis on group responsibility.  Jacob (1958:154) refers to Wellhausen's classical statement, "The wheel of history passed over the individual; nothing was left to him but hopeless submission.  He had to find his reward in the well-being of his people".  It is true that there is a strong tendency towards collective responsibility in the Old Testament.  Punishment is collective; the iniquity of the fathers extends to their children (Ex 20:5), as are rewards:  Noah's family is saved on his account (Gn 7:1), and the house of Obed-Edom is blessed because he gave shelter to the ark (2 Sm 6:12).  Yet Jacob (1958:155) argues that "we find from ancient times the coexistence of a collective mentality and of a more individualistic way of thinking... it must never be forgotten that, although the individual incarnates into himself the group, he is also personally responsible... each one... has a personal link with God".  Abraham is called as an individual.  Both Lot and his wife and daughters are individually responsible for their actions, and each one of them has to bear the consequences of sins and wrong choices.  Yet God also assures Abraham that for the sake of ten righteous persons he might have spared Sodom (Genesis 18 and 19).  David is taken to account personally for his sin, yet his family, and in one case even the whole people, must suffer the consequences thereof (2 Sm 12:11; 24:15).  Man, with whom God has an intimate personal fellowship, is therefore not merely collective man, but also individual man, and precisely because of this personal fellowship, everyone is personally responsible to God.

The individual commandments of the Decalogue are framed in the second person singular; everyone is personally addressed in them and made responsible to God.  When the people of Judah blame their ancestors for their misfortunes, Ezekiel contradicts them and defends the principle of personal accountability before God (Ezekiel 18).

4.5
The Holy God
The idea of holiness and the term which expresses it is the most characteristic of all terms which describe the relationship of God to his people.  When the prophet says in Am 4:2 that Yahweh has sworn by his holiness, he means that Yahweh has sworn by his Deity, by himself as God, and the meaning is therefore exactly the same as in Am 4:8, where Amos says that the Lord God has sworn by himself (Snaith, 1944:43).


Yahweh is holy.  Having said that we have said everything that can be said about God.  Because his love is holy love, his anger, holy anger, since both are the love and anger of the Holy One.  In his holiness he is the Totally Different One, and whatever can be said about him, has to be said in connection with this holiness, this being totally different (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:175).

Scholars agree with this statement.   "Of all the qualities attributed to the divine nature there is one which, in virtue both of the frequency and the emphasis with which it is used, occupies a position of unique importance ‑‑ namely, that of holiness" (Eichrodt 1961:270).  Vriezen also states at the outset of his discussion of the holiness of God (1974:322), that the belief in the holiness of God is the quality most typical of the Old Testament view of him.  Some indication of the significance of this term as a definition of God's nature is given by the fact that it has been found possible to characterize the whole religion of the Old Testament as a 'religion of holiness' (Eichrodt, 1961:270). 

True, this definition of God is not limited to the Old Testament.  It plays a great role in the religions of the heathen world.  It is also true that the definition of holiness in the Old Testament grew up in the same soil from which sprang those designations of the Deity, similar or identical in form, by which the most various religions describe him as at once inconceivably wonderful and an object of fear and terror.  It is this, the experience of a special force or power, which marks out particular places, persons or things as utterly mysterious and different in kind, withdrawing them from the sphere of everyday life and attaching them to a wondrous world of their own, and in this way makes men aware of the sharp distinction between the world of ordinary existence and that of the supremely powerful, worshipful and yet fearful mystery (Eichrodt, 1961:270).  That is the thesis of the whole of Rudolf Otto's book, "Das Heilige".

One should not, therefore, imagine that the idea of the holy is limited to Scripture.  To the contrary, it has a substratum in the general phenomenon of religion itself.  Both in the history of religion in general and in Israel in particular, the experience of the holy is a primeval religious datum; that is, the concept of the holy cannot in any way be deduced from other human standards of value.  It is not their elevation to the highest degree, nor is it associated with them by way of addition.  "The holy could much more aptly be designated the great stranger in the human world, that is, a datum of experience which can never really be co-ordinated into the world in which it is at home, and over against which he initially feels fear rather than trust -- it is, in fact, the 'wholly other'" (Von Rad, 1962, Vol. 1:205).

So many of the ideas that Rudolf Otto developed in the afore-mentioned book, "Das Heilige", have been taken over and evaluated by theologians such as Vriezen and Snaith that it is not necessary to discuss his views in detail here.  Snaith (1944:49) refers to Otto's description of the holy as Awefulness, Overpowering-ness, Urgency, Wholly Other and Fascination, all subsumed under the term Numinousness.

The Old Testament, however, brings radically new nuances into the idea of the holiness and makes it its very own expression of what God is.

The holiness of God, as has been seen in the quotations above, involves first of all his unapproachableness (Vriezen, 1974:323).  More aspects of God's holiness are included in the Old Testament idea of holiness: glory, majesty, splendour, his being completely different, his righteousness, self-assertion, judgement, love and loyalty.  But all these aspects are interrelated, essential aspects of God's "numinous" holiness.

Nowhere is this aspect of God's holiness revealed in a more poignant way than in the calling vision of Isaiah (Isaiah 6), where the prophet, having seen the Lord seated on a throne, exclaims in terror, "Woe to me!  I am ruined!  For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty."  This passage provides a clue to the nature of the connection between God's separateness and his moral perfection, which is a dimention of holiness not found outside Israel.  Isaiah's terror is not motivated merely by his natural reaction as creature to a numinous power, but even more by the impurity of his thoughts and words and those of his people.

It has been sufficiently demonstrated, inter alia by James Barr (1967) and Berthe Siertsema (1969), that etymology is not determinitive, and often not even important, for establishing the current meaning, or the meaning in a given context, of a term.  I therefore do not intend to pay any attention to the possible derivation of the Hebrew term qadoš.  So it is not on etymological grounds that I refer to the element of "separateness" in the idea of "holiness", but on logical grounds.  God's holiness does imply separateness, first of all separateness from sin, even more than from the creatureliness of man and from everything that does not belong to his own divine sphere.  Isaiah is struck by the realisation of his sinfulness, and not merely by his creatureliness in the presence of God.

It is this aspect of the holiness of God -- his reaction to sin and moral imperfection -- that comes to the fore in the history of Nadab and Abihu in Leviticus 10, where we read that fire went out from the altar and consumed those two sons of Aaron who did not honour God's holiness.  The same applies to the history of the ark at Beth Shemesh (1 Sm 6:19,20), where God struck down a number of people because they had treated his ark irreverently.  It is in this context that God is often described with the epithet "terrible" (norah, Vriezen, 1974:324).  These are aspects of the holiness of God which are closely related to his holiness as righteousness (Vriezen, 1974:333, 336).  In God's righteousness he proves himself as the Holy One (Is 5:16:  "But the LORD Almighty will be exalted by his justice, and the holy God will show himself holy by his righteousness".  See also Zph 3:5).

When faced with the revelation of God's holiness, man feels his nothingness;  not only is his creaturehood revealed to him (Gn 18:27; Job 42:6), but he recognizes that he is a creature tainted by sin and that sin separates him from God (Isaiah 6).  So the first result of the manifestation of holiness upon man can only be fear; to recognize the holiness of God is above all to fear him (Is 8:13; 29:23), and Psalm 99 gives three times as refrain a solemn qadosh hu', in order to justify the invitation to the peoples to tremble and prostrate themselves before Yahweh (Jacob, 1958:88).

The unapproachableness of God is not limited to sinners.  That is witnessed to by the fact that even the holy angels cover their faces with their wings in order to avoid looking at God directly (Is 6:2).

Actually, the distinctive feature of the tabu-concept, the idea of the unapproachable, dangerous quality of God, was never cancelled from the idea of holiness as conceived by the priesthood, right into post-exilic times (Eichrodt, 1961:407). And if the history of Nadab and Abihu (Leviticus 10) was fabricated by priests in the fourth century, that would serve to confirm that the fearsome aspects of God's holiness remained part and parcel of the concept until post-exilic times. The numinous, fearful element in God's holiness is not superseded throughout the history of the Old Testament.  Hosea, the prophet of Love, is the one who says in the Name of Yahweh, "I am like a moth to Ephraim, like rot to the people of Judah... I will be like a lion to Ephraim, like a great lion to Judah..." (Hs 5:12,14).  This, the numinous aspect of God's holiness, remains valid right into the New Covenant dispensation, where, at the birth of the Messiah, the shepherds are terrified by the holiness of God shining from the angel (Lk 2:9), or, at his resurrection, the soldiers at the grave become like dead men when they see God's glory (Mt 28:4).  It will still be valid at the day of the Last Judgement, when the enemies of the Lamb will call to the mountains and the rocks, "Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who sits on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb..." (Rv 6:16).

Moreover, this awe, this trembling before the holy God, is as much an aspect of true biblical religion as is the rejoicing of a saved sinner in the love of God.  It is not a primitive stage of religion which has been superseded by a more advanced form of faith.  It goes hand in hand with a true knowledge of God as the Holy One.  It is the only plausible explanation of the terrible death to which God the Father had to condemn his Son in order to expiate the sins of men.  It has always been a characteristic of genuine revival in the church, that it started with a true realisation of the majesty and holiness of God, before whom man must tremble until he finds forgiveness in the sacrifice of Christ (Van Rooy, 1987 [2]:6).

The secret of the uniqueness of the Old Testament teaching about God's holiness lies in the self‑revelation of God as a personal being.  If God rules in intimate personal relationship with man, this inevitably implies that man has to conduct himself according to the standards set by a holy God, or perish.  With the knowledge of the holy, Israel was also granted the knowledge of a concrete personal will seeking to enlist the life of the nation in its service (Eichrodt, 1967, I:276).   This is how it came about that "the element of moral perfection was incorporated into the concept of holiness" (Eichrodt, 1961:277).   In Isaiah 6 one notices how holiness and moral perfection have come to be unseparably connected.

Another distinctive aspect of Yahweh's holiness when compared to pagan conceptions of it lies in his will towards salvation.  In Babylonian mythology and religion, representative of the religion of cultured Semites, there is a desire among the gods to destroy mankind, for the mere reason that humans have multiplied so much that their noise disturbs the rest of the gods.  In the Old Testament, by way of contrast, God himself takes an oath that he does not desire the death of the sinner, but that he repent and live (Vriezen, 1974:337).

On the other hand, the other aspect of God's holiness, which is revealed just as clearly in the crucifixion of Christ, to wit the positive, life‑giving element in it, is also present from early times, becoming more and more prominent as the history of salvation runs its course.  Being implicit from the earliest times in the election of the patriarchs of God's people, it is graphically illustrated in the way in which Yahweh reveals himself to Moses when he calls him to go and deliver his people from Egypt (Exodus 3).  He appeared to Moses in a burning bush, and yet the bush did not burn up (3:2).

The numinous aspect of God's holiness is not put aside here.  He is still a consuming fire.  Moses is told to take off his shoes when approaching the fire, "because the place where you are standing is holy ground".  But the uniqueness of the Old Testament teaching on holiness is expressed in the words: "it did not burn up".  These words are an obvious allusion to Israel.  It is a worthless thornbush, and a fire settles in it:  The Holy One comes to live among its people (See Keil, Commentary on the Pentateuch, ad locum).  It should be consumed.  But the fire does not exercise its consuming function.  The bush stays intact.  "As soon as Yahweh takes possession of holiness... the power of holiness no more consists in prohibition, in the limitation of the sacred sphere, but in the power which communicates itself in order to bestow life"  (Jacob, 1958:87).  Yahweh comes to save his people and to establish a covenant with them.

The link between holiness and the covenant of grace appears in its full paradox in the title the Holy One of Israel which the prophet Isaiah uses for referring to Yahweh.  It is found 14 times in the first part and 16 times in the second part of the book, but the germ of this title is probably to be found already in Hosea (11:9), who thinks of Yahweh's dwelling in the midst of his people as characteristic of his holiness  (Jacob, 1958:89). Actually it is important to read the whole passage in Hosea in order to grasp its import:



"I will not carry out my fierce anger,



nor will I turn and devastate Ephraim.



For I am God and not man ‑‑ the Holy One among you.



I will not come in wrath."

Here the idea of holiness manifests itself in exactly the opposite way of what one would have expected, seeing that sinful man in the presence of the holy God is like chaff in a fire, which can only be consumed.  But this is the way the life‑giving aspect of the holiness of God operates.  Precisely because God is holy and different from man, there is propitiation, forgiveness and peace.

This idea is qualified in the second (or third!) part of Isaiah in the striking passage in Isaiah 57:  



"For this is what the high and lofty one says ‑‑



he who lives forever, whose name is holy:



'I live in a high and holy place,



but also with him who is contrite and lowly in spirit,



to revive the spirit of the lowly



and to revive the heart of the contrite."

The lowly, the "poor in spirit", those who know their own spiritual poverty and dependence upon God, are granted the privilege of living in the presence of God and under his personal rule.

It is hard to imagine a sharper possible contrast between the image of God in Africa and in Scripture.  According to Scripture, God, who not merely stands at the top of the hierarchy of forces, but actually transcends it as sovereign Creator, and who, according to all logical standards of African religious reasoning and concepts of holiness and taboo, could have no direct dealings with man at all, actually reveals his holiness by making his home with the lowly and humble among men!  He totally disregards the hierarchical order of the world and of society, and comes to stand next to humankind on the lowest step of the ladder.

It is not possible to stop here without drawing the lines of salvation history through to the coming of the Messiah.  Because in the death of the Messiah the paradox of the burning bush is revealed in its clearest colours:  God's holiness demands that his Son should die, in order to redeem those who despised his holiness!

In the sacrificial death of Christ the paradox of the Holy One dwelling with his people is resolved, so that no contradiction remains between the destructive and life‑giving aspects of his holiness.

In Africa, the idea of holiness is almost exclusively limited to the concept of taboo, dangerous spiritual power.  That is especially valid for the Sotho‑Tswana.  We quote from Setiloane (1986:22ff), discussing the meaning of the Tswana term Modimo:

"Moffatt...must have been told Ke selo se se boitshegang:  boitshegang, however, would be more appropriately translated fearful, terrible, awful, unapproachable, weird, uncanny, numinous, etc.

"Moffatt is quite right, such a 'thing' could not be associated with a 'person', rather it would bring to mind the picture of a 'beast', a 'monster', something one would not ever have liked to come into face to face contact with."

This cluster of concepts shares to a certain extent its area of meaning with the biblical term holiness.

In Africa, among the Sotho‑Tswana, a similar concept of "spirit power" seems, however, to have had no ethical dimentions or implications.  It is not reflected in interpersonal relationships, as will be demonstrated in Ch.7. INkosi yeZulu of the Nguni peoples is dangerous not so much because of his moral purity -- there is no question of morality in the concept of INkosi yeZulu -- but purely because of his overwhelming power and status in the hierarchy of forces.  As for Mwari of the Shona and Venda peoples, there is no other term for indicating holiness with reference to him but that for dangerous taboo:  kuera (Shona), u ila (Venda).  Translators of the Bible into Shona had to carry the biblical concept of holiness into this term by the biblical context in which it is used, with the hope that in time it might acquire that meaning.

In the Old Testament, God revealed himself from the creation of mankind and onward as a God whose holiness implies moral demands of man.  That is why he punishes sin and banishes man, the sinner, from his presence (Genesis 3).  The Flood implies holy indignation at the corruption of mankind (Gn 6:5!).  The same applies to the judgement of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19).

Those nuances higlighted by prophets such as Jeremiah and Hosea, to wit that God's inscrutable love and longsuffering are also aspects of his holiness, are entirely absent from the traditional Sotho, Nguni or Shona/Venda idea of God's holiness.

4.6
The Living God in his Nearness
One of the most poignant contrasts between African images of God, especially that of the Sotho‑Tswana, and the self‑revelation of God in Scripture, is to be found in the reality, the personal face to face reality of the manifestations of God and his encounters with man as recorded in the Old Testament.


4.6.1
Fellowship with Man
If Modimo is indeed an impersonal, all-penetrating force, then in a certain, physical sense IT is always at hand.  But this nearness has nothing to do with personal fellowship.  On the spiritual level there will allways remain an unbridgeable chasm as long as it is Modimo in the traditional sense.  Only under the influence of biblical concepts or in a biblical context can there be any idea of fellowship and personal nearness.

As for INkosi yeZulu of the Nguni peoples, it has already been indicated in 2.3 that communion with him is to be avoided rather than sought, since his nearness is dangerous to man and can only result in disaster because of his overwhelming spirit power.  His "holiness" is limited to the fearsome, dangerous aspects of the concept.  And as far as Mwari is concerned, there are accounts of sporadic visits by him to places such as Haluvhimbi in Venda, and there is a very formalised, sporadic communication with him at Wiriani, Matonjeni (Daneel, 1970:Ch.2).  But these visits and communications are as far removed from the biblical idea of fellowship as day from night.  There is no question of mutual love and trust in them, they are merely a matter of convenience for both parties.

The fellowship between God and man is also an aspect of God's covenant of grace.  Helberg defines God's kingdom as the rule of the sovereign, living God in intimate covenant fellowship with man.  This nearness of God which manifests itself in fellowship with man could have been discussed under the heading of the Covenant of Grace, which falls under the section of "The Restoration of the Fellowship".  However, this communion is not limited to the new creation, it is an essential aspect and even part of the very purpose of the original creation.  Therefore it is discussed here, under the essential nature of God in his relationship to man, before the section on the disruption of the communion by sin.

Here a word of criticism of Pedersen's approach in his work on "Israel" is in place.  Pedersen built a whole theology of the Old Testament round the idea of vital force.  In this he seems to be under the influence of contemporary secular anthropological studies rather than relying on an objective study of the Old Testament itself.  See for example 1926, Vol. I:182; Vol. II:478.  Even in the chapter on "God and Man" (1926, Vol. I:477-502) no attention is paid to this central theme of the Old Testament -- a point on which scholars such as Eichrodt (1976:21), Fohrer (1972:98-102), Dyrness (1979:83,84), Vriezen (1974:191), Helberg (1976 [1], Vol. 1:48,63-69) and Von Rad (1962, Vol. 1:355f) agree;  Pedersen's whole focus is on the manifestations of God's power.  Even where he discusses the covenant itself (Vols. III/IV:613f.), justice is not done to the idea of fellowship. In Vols.III/IV:627, where he approaches the Old Testament near enough to speak of "fear and trust", the discussion is based exclusively on the theme of God's favour.  Now naturally there can be no quarrel with taking into account such an important concept as God's favour;  what makes Pedersen's approach unacceptable is the fact there there is no reference whatsoever to communion between God and man, which is such an essential element of the covenant concept.

In the Old Testament the element of fellowship is prominent right from the creation of man.  In fact, God reigns in intimate covenant fellowship with man.  Eichrodt (1967:21) states:  "The immediate proximity and reality of God, which for us are all too easily obscured by spiritualizing concepts, are outstanding features of the Old Testament revelation, and compel men to clothe the divine presence in human form."

Eichrodt continues to indicate that the origin of this distinctive way of describing a theophany is to be found neither in the adoption from foreign sources of a figure from the celestial order, nor in the animistic conception of the soul, but in Israel's special experience of God, in which the transcendent majesty of the covenant Lord was combined with his immanent energy of his operation (1967:21).

This fellowship was made possible by the fact that man was created in the image of God, with the result that there was at least some real analogy between God and man.  Man was a ruler, a king, just like his Creator.  He possessed righteousness, love, holiness, knowledge ‑‑ what are called the "communicable attributes of God".  In this way, man could know God personally and enjoy God's fellowship.  The so-called "Yahwistic source" particularly reveals this intimate contact between man and God.  One senses the tragedy of the disruption of this fellowship as it is called up by the description of the evening of the fall.  God goes for a walk in the garden "in the cool of the evening" ‑‑ one almost can read between the lines: "as was his custom"!  He comes to visit his children, as usual, but this time the children hide from their Father.  These few rays of light from the past serve to bring out the contrast with the present very sharply.   No more do the children excitedly run to meet their Father; instead, they run away.  The fellowship has come to an end.


4.6.2
The Nature of the Fellowship: Fellowship through the Word
Granted that God often appears in the forces of nature, such as fire, lightning and earthquake, as is graphically illustrated by Psalm 29.  However, these manifestations are in a sense  "incomplete" revelations of God.  In order to be complete, they must be accompanied by and interpreted by the word.  These catastrophic aspects are found together in a text (1 Kings 19) which is one of the most important passages for helping us to understand the Old Testament idea of revelation:  the prophet Elijah at Mount Horeb sees wind, earthquake and fire follow one another only to learn that these means by which the deity was accustomed to reveal himself were only the prelude to a more effective manifestation, that of the word  (Jacob, 1958:73).

Pagan religions often incorporate a mystical element, or are accompanied by mystical schools, founded by people who find themselves dissatisfied with the formalistic and ritualistic nature of popular and official religion.  One of the cardinal characteristics of the mysticism in pagan religion is that the dividing line between man and God is removed, man seeking a communion which consists of being absorbed into the deity and in extreme cases, the elimination of his own individuality.   There is thus in pagan mysticism a high degree of intimacy, even merging of identities, but this has of necessity to be acquired at the expense of the transcendence of the deity (Bavinck, 1936:98;  Helberg, 1976, Vol. 1:67).

Canaanite religion rested on another kind of mysticism, which manifested itself in the form of imitative magic.  The source of these mystical rites is to be found in the Semitic myths of the dying and rising Baal.  The believe was that the dry season (summer in Palestine), when vegetation withered and died, was the result of the annual death of the god Baal, who was killed by the god Moth (Death).   Before the rainy or mild season ‑‑ as was determined by local ecology ‑‑ Baal's consort, Anath, conquered Moth and freed Baal from the underworld  (Albright, 1968:109‑110).

The cult consisted inter alia of yearly feasts where sacral prostitution was practised by the gathered people with the intent of assisting Anath in reviving Baal by imitating the copulation of the god and the goddess.  In this way the people was identified with the gods in a kind of magical mystical union, with the purpose of restoring life and fertility to nature.  "Communion" with the gods, where it was supposed to exist at all, had strong sexual overtones.

There was never any trace of this kind of mysticism in the revealed religion of the Old Testament, not even in the several instances where Israel is called the wife or bride of Yahweh (Hosea 1 and 2;  Ezekiel 16;  Jr 3:20;  Is 50:1).  The fellowship between Yahweh and Israel was a fellowship of the word (Helberg, 1976, Vol. 1:66).  This is a fellowship of a peculiar nature, since it is the only kind of communion in which intimacy is possible while at the same time the transcendence of God is not sacrificed in the process.   God remains the sovereign God and man remains man, the creature.

In no African religion, as already pointed out, can there be any fellowship between God and man, between the highest in the hierarchy of forces and one of the lowest.  If there has to be any communication at all, it must take place through a hierarchy of intermediaries, because, as the proverb says, "water does not flow past a hole".

The personal communion between Yahweh and his servant is expressed very strikingly in the expression "walking with God" (halak cim 'elohîm, Gn 5:22; 17:1; 24:40; Ps 116:9).  To walk together is the privilege of friends who have time for each other, who trust each other, who enjoy each other's company.  For man, this communion is life itself, because it is communion with the living God.  Therefore Henoch does not die, because his whole life was a life of communion with the living God, and death itself cannot destroy this relationship (Gn 5:22‑24; Helberg, 1876, Vol.1:115).

The same intimate personal relationship is expressed in Abraham being called the friend of God (Is 41:8;  2 Chr 20:7).  The concrete character of the believer's encounter with God is expressed in quite a different way, but just as strikingly, in the history of Jacob's struggle with the Angel at Peniel (= "The Face of God").

In later times the prophets, starting with Moses, became the bearers of this word of God, in which he addresses his people directly and personally.

This implies that God first speaks to the prophet himself personally.  Amos even uses the word sôd (secret counsel) for this personal communication (Am 3:7).  This word is not given to the prophet once for all at the beginning of his activity.  The prophet Jeremia is typical of the accomplished disciple whose ear Yahweh opens every morning (Is 50:4; Jr 1:11,13; 2:1; 11:9 ‑‑  Jacob, 1958:244).

The ideal is that eventually all God's people should be prophets (Nm 11:29), and in the new covenant that is exactly what will happen (Jl 2:28f.; Jr 31:33;  Is 54:13, cf. Jn 6:45).

This communion is not one-way communication, but a real dialogue.  Man answers.  Abraham and Moses are more than once pictured as in dialogue with God.  Actually all prayer is or should be dialogue, man listening to God's word and answering it.

But the ministry of prophet is not the only one which mediates in this communication between God and man.  There is also the priest, who mediates in the opposite direction, representing man with God and interceding for God's people (Jacob, 1958:249).  Jacob distinguishes four governing bodies among God's people, each of which has the purpose of assuring God's presence among his people:  The king guarantees God's rule on earth, the prophet expresses by his person and his message God's action in history, the priest through the administration of sacred things, gives reminders of God's sovereignty over time and space, lastly, the wise man shows and teaches still more that there is no happiness outside God's love (1958:253‑254).

Sometimes more than one office is represented in one person.  Two of the greatest confidants of God in the Old Testament, Moses and Samuel, incorporated in their persons all four of the offices.

The psalms is a collection of personal prayers.  Of course there are many genres represented in the Book of the Psalms, but many of them are personal prayers, cries from the heart of the covenant people to their God.  Unique in their personal outpourings of the heart, they afford us a glimpse into the personal character of the covenant, which they express in many facets.  Psalms 16, 27, 116, 123, 131 are all of them very striking examples of personal prayers.

The laments among the psalms can only be rightly understood and appreciated against this background.  Some of these laments are stated in the form of a struggle with God, sometimes even a quarrel.  The Book of Job is an outstanding example of this genre.  The background against which these laments have to be interpreted is the reality and nearness of God.  He is so near that his servant can take hold of him and insist on an answer from him, even when it seems as if he has turned his back on that servant.

Chapter Five

THE DISRUPTION OF THE COMMUNION 

BETWEEN GOD AND MAN:

FALL AND SIN
African concepts of sin leave very little scope for the possibility that the original fellowship between God and man, in the cases where that original fellowship is known at all, was disrupted by sin.  Mbiti (1970:168-177) has a whole chapter on "The Separation of God from Man".  In most cases mentioned there the disruption of the fellowship was caused by man disregarding a taboo put by God on the using of certain fruits or foods, with little or no trace of any moral element in the prohibition, although it is remarkable how close some of the stories about the disruption come in detail to the story of the fall recorded in Genesis 3 (Mbiti, 1970:175 for the Meru and Bambuti).

Among the Venda of the Northern Transvaal there is a story of how death came into the world.  The midzimu (gods, ancestor spirits) sent the millipede to the humans with the message that they will live, and the chameleon with the message that they will die.  The millipede travelled much faster than the chameleon, but on his way he encountered ripe mobula plums (grysappeltjies, mbula) underneath a tree and started eating.  He wasted so much time there that the slow chameleon passed him and reached the humans first with his message of death.  There are quite a number of variations on this story among African peoples.  Here it is clear that there is no moral element, or even an idea of an original fellowship between God and man.

5.1  The Nature of Sin
According to Setiloane (1976:82), sin for the Basotho meant offences against the natural order.  Mbiti (1970:78) confirms this when he says that among the Tswana natural phenomena like wind, hail, heat and drought are regarded as God's punishment for innovations or departure from established usage.  This is logical if Modimo is an impersonal power;  then disregarding the "laws of its nature" must result in disaster.  The Turkana, for instance, believe that God punishes with death any person who commits incest or contravenes important ritual.  For the Nuer and most African peoples, sin means bad actions against one's family members, age-set, guests, and the like, as for the Ovambo sin is rudeness to elderly people, murder and stealing, and for the Nuba it means disregarding the traditions of their nation (Mbiti, 1970:77, for all these examples).  All these instances are obviously limited to the sphere of respect for the order of nature or of the hierarchy of forces (Kawale:10).

In the Old Testament, sin is first and foremost an offence against a personal God, "a direct insult to God and his sovereign rights" (Von Rad, 1962, Vol. 1:264; Preusz, 1992:183).  Sin has a "theological character" (Dyrness, 1979:107). Even after David has sinned grievously against his loyal officer Uriah, he confesses to God, "Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight" (Ps 51:4, Eng.)  The fellowship between God and man is the fellowship of a sovereign Ruler with his creature.  It is evident, therefore, that it can only be maintained by way of obedience and loyalty.  The moment man rebels against God, this fellowship is broken.  According to Von Rad (1962, Vol. 1:155), the meaning of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil is explained as follows:  "good and evil" means "everything", while "knowledge" in the well-known biblical sense, means "control".  Whether one accepts his explanation of the meaning of "good and evil" or not, Von Rad's point is valid in that eating of the fruit means that man wanted control for himself in stead of leaving it in the hands of God. 


5.1.1
Terminology
The nature of man's sin is aptly expressed by the various terms used for denoting the concept.  The first, most encompassing and most frequent one is hata', with its derivatives (hatta't, het', hata'ah or hatta'ah), which according to some scholars carries the original and basic connotation of missing the purpose (Knierim, 1979:546).  Whether this connotation is still present when the term is used to indicate sin generally, is not sure, but, since in some contexts, such as Jdg 20:16, that specific meaning is still valid, it might fit well into the idea of sin:  man missing the destination which God intended for him.  Man was destined to be a ruler in subjection to God (Gn 1:26,28).  By disobeying God's command, man forfeited his rulership and became a slave to sin and Satan.  However, there is scant attestation of this supposed basic, "original" usage of the word, and in the Old Testament it is used as the most common term for sin, which in various contexts cover the semantic fields of cavôn, pešac, and rac (iniquity, transgression and evil).

This term is often used in a social, secular context for doing wrong against someone else (for instance Gn 42:22 -- Joseph's brothers against him; 1 Sm 19:4 -- Saul against David), but in by far most instances it is God who is the one sinned against (Koch, 1980:311), and the term includes any wrong done against him, whether of an ethical or cultic nature (Preusz, 1992:186). 

Another frequent term is pešac, which has the connotation of transgression, breaking away from, and, derived from that and secondary to it, of rebellion (Von Rad, 1962, Vol. 1:263; Knierim, 1979:494; 1965:141f., Dyrness; 1979:106).  God had given man his command in the "covenant of works", and man had the obligation to obey God and keep the stipulations of the covenant.  By disobeying and transgressing God's command, man broke away from God, went beyond the limits set for him by God (Dyrness, 1979:101, on the meaning of the expression "knowledge of good end evil"), rebelled against his Sovereign and broke the covenant.  Listening to the arch‑enemy of God, the devil, man became disloyal to his Creator (Gn 3:1-7).

A third term which denotes some aspects of sin is cawon, a term which "derives from a verb of motion meaning 'bend', 'veer' 'go aside from the right way'.  The term implies guilt as well as the action that results in it (Knierim, 1979 [3]:246; Dyrness, 1979:105).  "Always implicit in the use of this word, moreover, is the agent's awareness of the culpability of his action, so that the formal aspect is here already supplemented by one of moral content" (Von Rad, 1962, I:263; Eichrodt, 1967:381, although Knierim {1979 [3]:246} contests this, rather unconvincingly).  Examples of this usage can be found in Gn 44:16 ("God has uncovered your servants' guilt [cawon]");  or the expression which so frequently occurs in Leviticus, "He shall bear his cawon" (5:1,17; 7:18; 16:22; 17:16).  Thence the connotation of "unrighteousness".

Summarizing, we conclude that sin means doing wrong against God, breaking his command, breaking away from him in rebellion, and thereby incurring guilt against him.  All these aspects of sin made man the enemy of God and disrupted the fellowship with God.  In Africa, sin seems to be either the disregarding of a taboo or it is limited to disregarding what is good for inter-personal relations.


5.1.2
The Inner Character of Sin
Among the Bantu speaking peoples of Southern Africa, as has been pointed out already (Chs. 2 and 3), sin has very little to do with the inner attitude of the heart, especially as far is God is concerned. The only aspect of sin against God where the attitude is relevant is where disregard of taboos and failure to observe the vast gulf between man and God may indicate an attitude of hybris, presumptious arrogance.

In the context of the covenant the prophets lay much stress upon the inner character of sin as ingratitude which has its ultimate basis in an antipathy to God's very nature and will (Hs 2:8‑13 [English]; 4:1; 5:4; 13:6).  Isaiah describes sin as rebellion against the divine Lord, a disruption of the relationship of pietas between a father and his children arising from pride and lack of faith, which will not allow themselves to be set right by the transcendent God (Is 1:2‑4, see Eichrodt, 1961:375).

The same trends are to be found in Jeremiah and Ezechiel.  "In every case both the essential elements are found in close association, the concrete and personal quality of the indictment, and the profound spiritual grasp of the nature of sin.  In this way both the tabuistic and the juridical‑ moralistic assessments of sin are overcome... and so all the mechanical and impersonal overtones of the idea of infringing a sphere of divine power disappear" (Eichrodt: 1961:375).

One way in which this inner personal character of sin is manifested, is in the tenth commandment of the Decalogue, from which it becomes clear that not only acts, but even covetousness or the desire to sin is a sin in God's eyes.  This obviously is the consequence of the personal character of covenant fellowship, which is no mere formal, outward bond with merely formal obligations, but which demands love and loyalty of the heart:  God's will must become my will;  what is an abomination to him must be an abomination to me.


5.1.3
The Objective Character of Sin
There are standards of righteousness in God's created order, which are reflected in God's revealed will in the Law (Dyrness, 1979:108).  Transgression of these standards, whether consciously or unwittingly, is still sin, because ignorance of God's will does not nullify that will.  Sin therefore has an objective character.  It cannot be ignored (Dt 21:1-9).  It pollutes the land (Nm 35:33).

5.2
The Results of Sin

5.2.1  Guilt
Von Rad points out that in the Old Testament no distinction whatsoever is made between sin and its consequences (1962, Vol.1:266).  Both hata't and cavon can mean either the sin or its penalty.  Moses in Nm 32:23 says, "If you sin, you will meet with your sin."  In the second case, sin means the consequences of it or the punishment for it. Since sin was an immoral action, the first result of sin was guilt, 'ašam.  "Among the terms denoting sin, cawon is the one that most nearly corresponds to what we understand by guilt.  'Thou hast taken away' says the Psalmist, 'the cawon chatta'ti' [Ps 32:5].  This guiltiness generally comes to light as soon as the sin is committed: Adam and Eve are afraid and hide from Jahweh... The fault is often compared with a weight that must be carried by the transgressor [Gen. 4:13;  Is. 1:4] or with a measure that will finally overflow [Gen. 15:16;  43:9;  44:16;  Is. 40:2]" (Jacob, 1958:286; Dyrness, 1979:110).

The personal element in guilt, and the comprehensive nature of culpability are given their typical expression in the imagery with which the prophets illustrate the alienation of their people from God. First and foremost, it is by depicting the rebellion as adultery, or as a failure in filial piety, that they transpose this opposition to God into the conscious life of the will, and characterize it as a threat to humankind's total relationship with God.  In this way they explode the myth that the correct performance of religious duties are sufficient, and bring to light the fact that the tresspass on which guilt is based is the revolt of the inmost will from God  (Eichrodt, 1967:418).  Eichrodt proceeds to draw our attention to the fact that sin is described in the figures of the insurrection of the creature against his Creator, the servant against his master, or the subject against his king, which typifies it as an intentional breach of a personal relationship which results in moral guilt.  The consciousness of this guilt is illustrated in the story of man's fall by Adam and Eve hiding from God, because they realized that they were naked.

Traditional African society, as every society of natural man, is a shame society rather than a guilt society.  The Old Testament emphasizes the guilt, which separates man from God, and this guilt has a moral character which the concept of shame in a shame society lacks.  This may be one of the reasons why in African churches people who are guilty of serious transgressions usually refuse to acknowledge their guilt until it is proved beyond any doubt, and when accused of sin, will usually regard the person who brought the sin to light as the real culprit, rather than the one who sinned.


5.2.2  Punishment

An inevitable consequence of guilt is punishment (Dyrness, 1979:110).  This is a necessity, firstly because the offence against God must be repaired, but also because it is necessary to eliminate the contagious poison that sin is from the midst of the people, and finally because the sinner himself must be penalized (Jacob, 1958:287).


5.2.3  Estrangement
Although some African peoples have myths about the estrangement between God and man, especially in cases where God is conceived of as far away and unreachable, this estrangement is hardly ever the result of sin.  It is rather the expression of the distance between humankind as situated low on the hierarchical ladder of forces, and God as the highest force on this ladder.  In Scripture, this estrangement is exclusively the result of man's sin, as described in Genesis 3.


5.2.4  Death
Another consequence of sin has already been mentioned in the previous paragraph.  Not only is death part of man's punishment, it is the inevitable consequence of his estrangement from God.  Life is communion with the living God, and when that communion is terminated, man is separated from the source of life and dies.

This implies that death is not something natural or inevitable for man as creature.  It does not belong to God's creation, it is a Fremdkörper in God's creation, it is the consequence of the fall.

It is notable that there are quite a variety of myths and legends among the Bantu peoples which indicate that they themselves sensed that death does not belong in creation, but was the result of some kind of disruption.  In these myths the blame is usually not placed on man who rebelled against God, but on God who left man (see Taylor, 1963:83f.: Not God, but man is the one who calls through the desolate garden, "Where art thou?"), or on some animal, such as the chameleon in the case of the Venda.

5.3
The Extent of Sin
Scripture teaches that the first ancestor of humanity sinned, thereby contaminating his whole offspring with the compulsive inclination to sin.  In Genesis 4 the consequences of sin are revealed to be hatred, jealousy and fratricide.  In Genesis 6 it is shown to be universal, total and exclusive:  "The LORD saw how great man's wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of his heart was only evil all the time" (Gn 6:5).  Man displays a compulsive tendency towards apostasy, as is shown by the history of mankind and even of the covenant people.  It seems to be ineradicable.  Jeremiah compares it to the mating drive of animals, as deeply ingrained as the pigment of the Cushite or the spots of the leopard (Jr 2:23‑24; 13:23; Eichrodt, 1961:376)).

5.4 
God is Near in his Judgement
If Modimo is an impersonal power, however mighty, this concept of God excludes the idea of a moral transgression, guilt, or punishment.  It may then be possible to transgress the laws of forces, for instance by disregarding the taboos attached to them.  The consequences may be disastrous, as in the case of a person who disregards the laws of nature by trying to fly from a cliff, but these consequences can never be the righteous punishment of a personal God.  They are rather the automatic results of tampering with dangerous spirit power.

If, on the other hand, God is the Mwari of the Shona and Venda peoples, he is regarded as a benevolent old cosmic grandfather, the personification of harmless benevolence.  He is actually the Father of all, and all of us are by nature his children and grandchildren.  So how can he abandon us? "We do not abandon a child because of a skin disease," says the Venda proverb.  The Ila believe that God does not cease to do them good, "no, whether they curse or whether they mock him, whether they grumble at him, he does good at all times.  That is how they trust him always".  They say with confidence, "God is the good-natured One; he is the One from whom you beg different things" (Mbiti, 1970:34).  The Akamba and the Herero peoples believe that, since God is always well-disposed and does them no evil, they have no need to sacrifice to him (Mbiti, 1970:38).

The only instance which I could find of an idea of judgement by God after death, is in a prayer of the Ewe people of Ghana:

"At the gates of the land of the dead you will pass before a searching judge, his justice is true and he will examine your feet.  He will know how to find every stain..." (Shorter, 1975:102).  It should be noted that this instance is not from southern or Bantu Africa.

In the Old Testament, however, judgement is a very prominent theme (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:348). This judgement results from God's moral righteousness, because he is a Person, and it demonstrates that he is not remote, neither in his faithfulness, nor in his judgement.  When man rebels, he comes to judge (Vriezen, 1974:213-221).

The third chapter of Genesis has a lot to teach us on this point.

In the first place it dispels the illusion that God judges no one.  He does.  He is near in his judgement.   When man rebels against him, he comes that same evening and calls man to account:  "Adam, where are you?  What have you done?  Who told you that you are naked?  Have you eaten of the forbidden fruit?  Accursed is the earth because of what you have done!" (Genesis 3)  God judges and punishes justly.  He condemns man to death.

A further revelation from Genesis 3 is that all men are not by nature God's children or grandchildren.  Since man rebelled against God, he and his offspring are no longer God's children, but his enemies.  The only way in which they can become God's children again is by being radically changed and renewed by the Holy Spirit ‑‑ what the New Testament calls "being born again", faith, surrender of their rebellious minds, repentence and conversion.  Only in this way can the fellowship be restored.

God's anger is something very real in the Old Testament.  It is not the automatic operation of dangerous spirit power, but the personal indignance of a Person whose love has been rejected and whose holiness has been despised.  The severity of his judgement can be seen in the history of the Flood (Genesis 6 - 8), the destruction of the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19), his punishments of the Egyptians who had treated his "firstborn son" harshly (Ex 3:20; 4:22), the Canaanites, who had to be exterminated because of their abominable practices (Dt 18:12), and even his own unfaithful people, of whom only a remnant was eventually saved in the judgement (Is 10:22).

God's anger has a moral basis.  It is controlled by his righteousness.  Scholars who imagine to find examples of a demonic (!) element in Yahweh should think again.  The example usually adduced for that is 2 Sm 24:1, which is interpreted by some scholars as unwarranted, fickle, demonic anger. But what are the facts?  Israel had just turned its back on David, who, despite his sins and weaknesses, was the man used by God to lift them up from bondage and make a great nation of them in a few years' time.  What is more, David himself had never rebelled against the anointed king, even after he himself had been designated king and anointed.  It is also noteworthy that that plague did not affect those parts of the country which had remained loyal to David.  So -- if we are of the opinion that God is accountable to us for his actions -- here is a very good reason for God's anger.  In any case, the book of Job teaches us that we cannot always understand God's reasons and should not try (Job 38:2,3).  But that does not mean that he is fickle.  He is merely above our understanding.  The book of Ecclesiastes teaches us that we should not be so presumptious as to claim to understand his ways (1:2,14; 2:17,26; 7:23). 

Chapter Six
THE RESTORATION OF THE FELLOWSHIP 

BETWEEN GOD AND MAN
6.1
God is Near and Real, not only in his Judgement, but also in his Saving Acts
After man had broken the covenant of works and turned his back on God, God did not leave him in his miserable state.  He immediately looked him up and called to him, "Where are you?" (Gn 3:9).  This question is not only the prelude to judgement (see 5.4), but also the first step towards deliverance.  Man's fall was not the end of God's rule on earth.  God maintained his rule, and since he rules in covenant relationship with man, he took measures to restore that relationship.  These measures are what this chapter is about.

Man is by nature a person in flight from God, avoiding the encounter with God, hiding from God (Gn 3:8).  According to the Old Testament it is not man that seeks God, but God that seeks man (McVeigh, 1974:56,57,59).  God in his mercy immediately after the fall seeks man (Gn 3:8).  Even the seemingly harsh punishment that is meeted out to man, has the eventual purpose of delivering him from the consequences of his evil deed.  Because God is sovereign, he is also free to grant mercy and forgiveness.  Mercy is not the cancellation of punishment, but it reduces its aspect of irrevocable condemnation.  In every sentence pronounced on the first human beings, mercy modifies the punishment:  the pains of childbirth, despite their violent nature, are the preliminary to the most beautiful of promises (Gn 3:16,20).  When driving men from the garden of Eden, Yahweh is careful to make clothes for them so that they can survive the hostility of the climate cursed by God (Gn 3:21; Jacob, 1958:288).

Even from these first chapters of Genesis it is clear that it is not man that seeks God.  Man is the rebel, the fugitive.  God is the one who looks for man after man has rejected God, and retores the broken fellowship, even in his judgement (McVeigh, 1974:56,57,59).

"The judgement of divine wrath is not the meaningless raging of a force of Nature, but is ultimately concerned with protecting the ordinance of God through which salvation is to be mediated to men" (Eichrodt, 1967:428).  Punishment thus occurs in the service of the constructive and saving will of God, and serves to discipline the sinner.

As Helberg (1976 [1]:41,42) points out, it happens time and again that, when man by his apostasy ends in a state of spiritual death, God intervenes and restores man to life by restoring the fellowship.  After the fall, God gives Seth and his son Enosh to mankind, "and at that time men began to call on the Name of the LORD" (Gn 4:26).

When apostasy on a large scale brings the divine punishment of the Flood over the earth, God intervenes and saves the believing Noah and his family (Gn 7).  When humanity again rebels against God at Babel, God calls one man from among them in order to make him a great nation (Gn 12).  When Israel seems to have perished as a nation in Egypt, serving other gods, having been enslaved by the Egyptians and in danger of being exterminated, God intervenes and utilizes that situation for the purpose of making them a nation, the people of Yahweh.  This process is repeated many times during the period of the Judges, and of the kings of Israel and Judah, until both Israel and Judah seem to perish in the exile.  Yet again Yahweh intervenes and restores a remnant of Judah, and with them and through them, also of Israel, to their own country.

In every case it is God who intervenes, bringing new life into a situation of spiritual and even national death.  "The initiative ...belongs to God himself;  just as he will bring in the great eschatological turning point, the shub shebut, it is he who, even now, makes it possible to return to him: 'Cause me to return and I will return!' (Jr 31:18).  'Cause us to return to thee and we will return' (Lm 5:21) ...and in the great public prayer which Ps 80 represents we find three times the request:  'Hashibenu!' -- make us return' (4,8,20)" (Jacob, 1958:290).

6.2
God's Electing Love ('ahabah)
The way in which God restores the broken fellowship with man, is by choosing individuals, families and a people to be the objects of his love. It starts with the patriarchs, but runs through the whole history of the Old Testament, through the Exodus, the histories of the Judges, of David and his descendents, and of the remnant after the Exile.

The Old Testament possesses a particularly rich vocabulary to express this idea.  In the first place one can mention the stem 'ahab.  This term can refer to the love between men and women, but the stem is also used to denote the attachment that unites blood-relations, the loyalty of friends, and the ties of social life.  Nevertheless, it always retains the overtones of the engagement of the will accompanied by strong emotion.  dbq and hšq, 'to cleave to someone in love', are used in a comparable way (Eichrodt, 1961:25).

This love of God is sovereignly free.  It is not determined by anything outside its own sovereign self, be it any moral excellence or worldly power in its object.  It rests solely and exclusively on God's redemptive will.  (Eichrodt, 1961:286; De Groot/Hulst, 1952:237).  The locus classicus which expresses this idea of sovereign election is Dt 7:7-8: "The LORD did not set his affection on you and choose you because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples.  But it was because the LORD loved you and kept the word he swore to your forefathers that he brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you..." (cf. 4:37).  There is no objective proof that this text is as late as Jenni (1978:70) argues it to be.  However, whether one accepts their viewpoint or not, it expresses very eloquently the nature of the electing love of God for Israel as attested by the history of redemption.  The same idea is expressed in Jr 31; Is 43:4; 63:9 (N. B.!) and Ml 1:2,3.

It is interesting to note that the verb 'hb is not used to indicate the natural love of a parent for a child (where the stem rhm is preferred), except where the idea of preference of one above the other is expressed, as in Gn 25:28:  "Isaac, who had a taste for wild game, loved Esau, but Rebekah loved Jacob."  This usage, together with the usage of the terms love and hate in Ml 1:2,3 ("Was not Esau Jacob's brother?  Yet I have loved Jacob, but Esau I have hated..."), serves to illuminate the nature of God's electing love.  Like the preference of a parent for one child above the other, God shows preference to Israel above Edom.  Moreover, this is not instinctive, natural love (rhmh), but rests on God's own decision.  His love is electing love, 'ahabah.  Thirdly, as is clear from Ml 1:2,3, it is not in the first place individual, but communal or corporative in its scope.  Jacob and Esau represent two peoples.

Since, in the fourth place, God's electing love does not depend on the excellence of its object and is not motivated by it (Dt 7:7!), it is an enduring love.  It is not frustrated even by the unfaithfulness of Israel.  The continual apostasy of the people and the faithful love of God, despite this apostasy, is symbolically represented by the prophet Hosea, at the command of God, by his marriage to a harlot.  Hosea did not marry Gomer because she was a good and virtuous woman; to the contrary, he knew beforehand that she was going to be unfaithful.  Yet he married her.  And having been unfaithful to him in marriage, she deserves the death penalty rather than forgiveness, yet she is forgiven again and again.  This is how Yahweh loves and forgives Israel.  The ground for loving her and forgiving her are not to be found in Israel herself, but solely in the electing love of Yahweh.

Another verb that is often used for God's election is bahar.  Its use is not limited to indicating the election of Israel as a people, but is much wider.  Every intervention by God in history is an election:  either when he chooses a place in which to manifest his presence in a particular way, or when he chooses a people to carry out his intentions, or when he chooses a man to be his representative or his messenger, God is the one who is sovereign,  and shows it by the way he acts.  "The technical term to designate the fact of election is the verb bachar which expresses a choice among several possibilities.  The particular aspects and the deep motives of this election are made explicit with the help of other roots, each of which brings out in full one of the particular aspects of election:  qara' brings out the idea of the call; qanah that of belonging; hibdil that of separation; hiqdish that of setting apart and finally yadac, which shows that the election is accompanied by interest and solicitude for those who are its subject" (Jacob, 1958:201).

The term bahar gives expression to another, very prominent aspect of election, that of limitation.  If one person or people is elected, that implies that others are passed over in the process.  When Noah or Abraham were elected, the rest of mankind was passed by and rejected. When Shem was elected, Ham was rejected.  When Isaac was elected, Ishmael was rejected, together with the other six sons of Abraham (Gn 25:1-4).  When the tribes of Judah, Benyamin and Levi were elected, the ten tribes were rejected.  Finally the great majority of Israel was rejected and a mere remnant elected (Is 10:20-22).

Actually, yadac is used more than once as a technical term for election (cf. also the New Testament usage of "knowing" in Rm 8:29 and 1 Pt 1:2 and 1:20).  When Yahweh says through Amos, "You only have I chosen of all the families of the earth," (Am 3:2), the verb yadac is used here, just as in Hs 13:5, where it denotes election as well as solicitude, and in Jr 1:5, where the idea of predestination is very prominent.

Although the main emphasis is on the electing of groups and Israel as a people rather than individuals, Eichrodt demonstrates (1961:257) that it can also include individuals, such as David or Jeremiah, to whom we have referred above.

This idea of election is one of the main concepts which sharply distinguishes the Old Testament revelation about God from the religions of Israel's neighbours as well as from the image of God among various African peoples.

God's election is often mentioned as the motivation for mutual love, obedience and service in the Old Testament.  These themes will be discussed under the heading of the covenant imperative (6.3.4).

Linking on to what Snaith writes about the covenant (1944:108), we can deduce four conclusions from the Old Testament revelation about election which distinguishes it from the beliefs of the gentiles.  Firstly, Yahweh existed before Israel.  Secondly, if he once existed without them, he could do so again.  Thirdly, if he chose them, he could also reject them.  Fourthly, he was different from other gods in the demands he made upon his people as their part in the covenant.

Among the religions of ancient peoples this concept of election is totally unique.  Neither in Semitic religion, nor in Egyptian or Persian religions, is there any analogy to it.   Neither can there be any analogy, since Yahweh is the only God who has revealed himself as a God of love, and election is a manifestation of electing love.  The gods of the ancient near east were related to their "respective peoples" by virtue of their existence as local or national deities.  Every people and country simply had its own gods, who were never supposed to have elected to be the gods of those particular peoples, neither is there any record of a people who had answered the call of a god to become its people, as Abraham answered God's call to become the father of his people. Every member of a people automatically, by virtue of his birth into that people, became a worshiper of the national god(s).  From more than one observation, even by members of Yahweh's chosen people, it becomes clear how that relationship between a people and its national god(s) was taken for granted.  Jephtha the Gileadite, a loyal servant of Yahweh, can say quite casually in his argument with the Ammonites, "Will you not take what your god Chemosh gives you?  Likewise, whatever the LORD out God has given us, we will possess" (Jdg 11:24). [Incidentally, this account by the author of the book of Judges is a strong indication of the dependability of the tradition which he records.  One can hardly imagine that an author from the time of Isaiah, or even less from the time of Josiah, could have fabricated this story and put these "blasphemous" words into the mouth of Jephtha].  Another example of an even more loyal servant of Yahweh, in this case David, taking the national boundaries of his God's territory for granted, is found in his words when he reproves Saul for persecuting him:  "They have now driven me from my share in the LORD's inheritance and have said, 'Go, serve other gods'" (1 Sm 26:19).

The strongly localized character of the pagan gods contributed to a large extent to this automatism.  Each people, even each region, had its own local god or manifestation of a deity.  One can mention quite a number of local Baals, such as Baal-Zebub (probably a corruption of Baal-Zebul, 2 Ki 1), Baal-Berith (Jdg 8:33; 9:4), Baal-Peor (Nm 23:3,5) and Baal-Melkart, the god of the Sidonians. 

This concept of a localized deity had a baneful effect on Israel's faith from the time she entered Canaan right up to the time of the exile.  Yahweh was not a local deity; he could not be limited to one particular place, and even the fact that he manifested himself to Israel in the tabernacle and temple and in a number of places in Palestine, such as Beth-El, Gilgal and Beer-Sheba, did not imply that he could ever be regarded as a local deity.  Yahweh is nowhere in the Old Testament called the God of a place, but rather the God of people, "the God of my Father" (Gn 31:42), "the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob" (Ex 3:6).

One could expect Israel, when left to herself, to adapt herself to the beliefs of the original inhabitants of the country and go to seek assistance from the local deities.  God's people was no better than any other people; she would need supernatural grace in order to be freed from these naturalistic tendencies with their strong sensual appeal.  For many of them Yahweh was the God of Sinai, who had lead them through the desert, but they had long since forgotten how he had exercised his divine power in Egypt and how he had given them victory over the Canaanites.  For the next generation, "who knew neither the LORD nor what he had done for Israel" (Jdg 2:10), the Baals and the Asheras (note the derogatory plural used by the prophetic author!) were the gods of the land, the gods who were responsible for success in agriculture and stock farming, and it was quite natural that the new immigrants should take part in the fertility ceremonies in order to share in the blessing for their crops and life-stock.

So it is clear that among Israel's neighbours one was automatically a servant of the local god by virtue of one's belonging to a particular group or staying in a particular part of the country.  There was no idea of electing love or any of the ideas implied by election.

There is one term which might have given rise to a kind of automatism in Israel's concept of her relationship to God, and that term is 'ab, "Father", that is used more than once to express God's relationship to Israel.  One might mention Jr 3:4:  "Have you not just called to me:  'My Father, my friend from my youth'...?", and 31:9:  "I am Israel's Father."  Also Is 63:16:  "But you are our Father, though Abraham does not know us, or Israel acknowledge us, you, o LORD, are our Father..." (cf. 64:8).

It should, however, be noted that the concept of God's fatherhood has no realistic meaning in these instances, but is used metaphorically to express his sovereign kingship, alluding to the obedience of a son to his father.  Ahab writes to Tiglath Pileser, "I am your servant and son" (2 Ki 16:7).  The meaning of "son" here is "vassal", as it is indeed translated by the N I V.  See also Ml 1:6; 3:17.  It is, therefore, clearly a term which is used in treaties, and by analogy a very fitting term in the covenant context.  "Yahweh is called father not because he has certain qualities normally connected with this title but because he is the sole genuine creator if his people..." (Jacob, 1958:62).

It must immediately be clear to anyone that to speak of love and election presupposes a personal will, even emotion, in Yahweh.  Mbiti (1970:53-55) lists quite a number of instances of Bantu-speaking peoples who believe in predestination in the sense that everything is planned by God and stands under his control.  The Tswana consider Modimo to be responsible for moulding the destiny of each individual.  But that is self-evident if Modimo is the all-pervading divine power which pulses through everything.  This is no predestination of a personal will, but the control of an irresistable force, which is "mechanically" predetermined as a matter of course.  "IT" works according to set rules, and the same rules automatically include everything and everyone.  But there is no personal will, and therefore also no personal love or election.  "IT" has no feelings, whether positive or negative.  It neither loves nor hates.

Or if, on the other hand, one refers to another model of the deity, that of the first chief and ancestor, there may well be interest in the offspring of the god, but it is difficult to imagine any love, and one never hears mention of it.  Man is not Mwari's next of kin, he is separated from Mwari by countless generations -- so many steps on the hierarchical ladder.  If there is any relationship at all, it is not the result of election, but of genealogy.  It is not metaphorical, it is realistic, physical.

If we look at the third model, that of INkosi yeZulu, the far-away, uninvolved Creator-God -- how can there be love or election if the deity is not in the least interested in the weal and woe of these puny humans on earth?  If there is interest at all, it is the universal interest of a Creator, without preference for any of the creatures.

6.3
God's Covenant of Grace

God's kingdom means that he rules in intimate covenant fellowship with man.  The way his electing love is manifested, is called the covenant of grace.  We shall return to the gracious character of the covenant when we discuss the unilateral character of it (6.3.2), but here a detailed discussion of the concept of the covenant itself is necessary.

In the Preface to the English edition of his "Theology of the Old Testament", Walter Eichrodt expresses the opinion that "The concept of the covenant enshrines Israel's most fundamental conviction, namely its sense of a unique relationship with God" (1961:17), and he then proceeds to take the covenant concept as the unifying theme for his whole theology of the Old Testament. Six years later, at the publication of the second volume of this work, John Baker, the English translator of Eichrodt's work, defends against critics Eichrodt's choice of the covenant concept as his unifying theme in the following terms: "But the focus of these volumes is not any one concept, but only God; and the covenant occupies the place it does not because it dominates the thought of every Old Testament writer -- this is plainly not so  --  but because every  O T writer, even the ones who never mention the covenant, is unable to escape from the kind of God of whose dealings with the world and men the covenant is the archetypal symbol" (1967:10).

Jacob arguess that the idea of creation is secondary to that of the covenant, of which it is both the condition and the consequence.  Faith in God the creator holds a less important place than that of God the saviour, and the God who made the heavens and the earth is less often and less directly the object of faith than the God who brought his people out of Egypt (1958:136).  Further on (1958:148,149) Jacob observes:  "The creation of man as the Bible thinks of it belongs to the order of redemption rather than to the order of creation... for the covenant is eternal whilst the creation will come to an end."

Nevertheless, the relationship between creation and covenant is sometimes approached from the opposite angle, especially in the oracles of the "Second Isaiah", where "the covenant is presented in the language of creation (cf. the terms bara', tsemah, parah) rather than that of election..." (Jacob, 1958:136).  The solution of this paradox is to be found in the fact that the Creator is himself the Saviour, in whose council both are one.

Vriezen (1974:167) makes an observation that is of extreme importance for the comparison between the Old Testament and any pagan concept of God in his relationship with man, including that of Africa:  "When the Old Testament regards the relationship between God and the people as a covenant-relationship, this means that the relationship is not looked upon as natural but as placed in history by Yahweh."  The importance of this doctrine becomes evident only when we see it against the background of the other ancient oriental religions.  Often the latter represent the relation between the chief deity and his people as a natural unity:  deity, country and people bear the same name (Asshur).  The gods are even frequently looked upon as the physical parents of the nations (Vriezen, 1974:167).  One is reminded of the Mwari concept of the Shona/Venda.   This fact highlights the unique character of the covenant concept, which is just as unique as that of election, of which it is the outcome and application.  Yahwist faith was not a national religion, neither was it the result of the reflection of natural man, it was the result and creation of God's gracious election of and self-revelation to Israel, and it could be terminated (Nicholson, 1986:210).

The concept of the covenant rests on the factual, historical and non-speculative nature of divine revelation in Scripture.  "God's disclosure of himself is not grasped speculatively, not expounded in the form of a lesson;  it is as he breaks in on the life of his people in his dealings with them and moulds them according to his will that he grants them knowledge of his being" (Eichrodt, 1961:37).  The covenant testifies to the faithfulness of Yahweh and rests upon his faithfulness in dealing with his people.  In distinction from the capriciousness of the gods of the peoples, the covenant provides a clear picture of the divine will (Dt 30:11-14!).  It provides history with a meaning.  Because of this the fear that constantly haunts the pagan world, the fear of arbitrariness and caprice in the Godhead, is excluded.  "With this God men know exactly where they stand;  an athmosphere of trust and security is created, in which they find both the strength for a willing surrender to the will of God and a joyful courage to grapple with the problems of life" (Eichrodt, 1961:38).

One other cardinal difference with the pagan Semitic concepts of God is that the covenant of grace "is something on which God has entered freely and which he on his side may dissolve at any time... He existed long before the nation, he is by nature independent of their existence and can abandon them whenever they refuse to be conformed to his will" (Eichrodt, 1961:44).  Since the covenant was the expression of God's gracious turning towards Israel, and not the result of a natural bond, it could also be terminated if Israel persisted in apostasy (Nicholson, 1986:210).  If Yahweh, therefore, does not act according to the rights of his sovereign freedom to abandon the apostate Israel, that is also his own sovereign choice.


6.3.1
The Relationship between the Different Covenants



The Bible views the whole of history as one great pilgrimage from covenant to covenant, says Frey (1950:90).  I do not propose to discuss in detail the time when the concept of the covenant originated in Israel.  I refer the reader to Helberg (1990:81,82) who defends the early origin of it and with whom I agree.

I consciously reject the views of many critical scholars that "covenant theology" did not arise before the eighth century (Nicholson, 1986:191, who states that recent scholarship has turned round to a virtual endorsement of the view of Wellhausen on this subject.  See Dyrness, 1979:113). Deist (1981:45) argues for an oral tradition that predates the Deuteronomic law, which according to him was  first  put to writing during the ninth or eighth century B. C.


The Covenant with Noah
This covenant is universal and unconditional (Dyrness, 1979:117).  It encompasses the whole of humanity (Gn 9:9,10).  God's purpose with this covenant was to protect man against his own violence.  Helmuth Frey compares it to the forecourt of the pagans in the temple (1950:90-91).  It is not founded on God's election, and falls outside the field of salvation history in a restricted sense.  But it does open the view on God's further and more personal and profound dealings with men in the covenant with Abraham.

According to Eichrodt, the passage in which we find the record of the covenant with Noah, Genesis 9, comes from the P source and testifies to the universalist character of its faith.   "According to him not only Israel, but the whole of humanity stands to God in a berit relationship, and theirs too is a berit possessing eternal validity.  Thus P has 'stretched out a mighty panorama of the course of history as this is seen from the vantage point of the covenant concept' (Kraetschmar);  the relationship of God to men has been realized, as it were, 'in two concentric circles', the Noah covenant for the whole human race and the Abraham covenant for Israel alone" (Eichrodt, 1961:58).


The Covenant with Abraham (Genesis 15 and 17)

With the institution of this covenant starts the history of salvation in the more restricted sense of God's dealings with the covenant people.  As distinct from the Noahite covenant, this covenant is based upon election and is concluded with Abraham, the chosen father of all believers.  This is the covenant of grace, the "everlasting covenant" (Gn 17:7).


The Sinaitic Covenant (Ex 19-20)

This covenant is a -- temporary -- continuation of the covenant with Abraham, and it rests on promises which have been partially fulfilled already, to wit that Abraham's descendents would become a great people.  Having been delivered from Egypt (Ex 19:4), they are joined to Yahweh in a covenant relationship: "Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession.  Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation" (Ex 19:5,6).

This covenant is basic to and alone can explain the further history of Israel and the development of Yahwistic faith.  Figures like Samuel, Nathan and Elijah and their ministry can only be fully understood against the background of a Mosaic covenant as recorded by Exodus.  Their activities imply that they have a broad basis of thought and faith in common with their contemporaries.  "If Moses is to be credited with no more than mere oral instruction in, and promulgation of, the law -- and that in any case limited to the Decalogue -- then there cannot possibly be any solid reason for a comparatively strong Israelite resistance to the character of Canaan.  Only a Mosaic law-giving can explain the remarkable force and persistence of the true personality of Israel, in spite of all the cases of adaptation and receptive borrowing in their new home" (Eichrodt, 1961:84).

The purpose of the Sinaitic covenant was to set Israel apart as a people for Yahweh, to serve him in love, holiness and obedience.  The term "priests" used for Israel in Ex 19:6 denote the intimate relationship of love and trust, as expressed in the blessing of Moses in Dt 33:8-10:  "Levi..., the man you favoured... He offers incense before you..."

In this obligation to obedience, Israel failed miserably.  Her whole history was one of apostasy.  Even at Sinai, while the mediator of the covenant was still with Yahweh on the mountain, the people made an idol and called that Yahweh!  In this way they rejected the personal relationship of the covenant, depersonified their God, and objectified him in the image of a steer, symbol of power and fertility.   This apostasy set the tune for most of the subsequent history of Israel.


The Covenant with David  (2 Sam 7)

The important new element in the Davidic covenant is that the figure of the Messiah becomes apparent in it, as prefigured in the anointed king of Israel.  The connection of this covenant with the basic covenants concluded with Abraham and at Sinai is that the Messiah-King will guarantee the permanence of the covenant.  This is also its main connection with the covenant of grace in its extension to the New Covenant.  For as the promise of the covenant breaks through in ever brighter colours, the person of the Messiah is ever more clearly seen, until Isaiah can prophesy with a view to the exile:  "I will keep you and make you to be a covenant for the people and a light for the gentiles" (42:6).

But that is the only real new element that is introduced with the Davidic covenant.  In all other respects it is an extension of the previous covenants.


The New Covenant
In the new covenant the promise of the previous three covenants, those with Abraham, Moses and David, find their fulfilment.  The Holy Spirit used the disappointment and grief of the prophets over the failure of Israel in her covenant obligations to open their eyes to the new dawn of God's future plan.

Jeremiah prophesies about the new covenant, when the law will be written on the hearts of God's people (31:31-34), enabling them to be really God's faithful, obedient people, who live in constant fellowship with him.  Isaiah promises in the Name of God that the Spirit will never depart from the covenant people and their descendents (Is 59:21).

Ezekiel describes how God will remove the heart of stone from their bosoms and give them a heart of flesh, sending his Spirit to dwell within them (36:26-27), because only through being filled with the Spirit of God can man be renewed and changed in heart, to be a faithful people of God.  Then at last will there be intimate and constant fellowship with God.

It is in the second part of Isaiah that the fullest revelation about the new covenant breaks through, with the figure of the Servant of God, who himself will be the covenant of God with his people, thus fulfilling the obligations of the covenant and guaranteeing its permanence.  Because the Servant is the Mediator of the covenant, he can also be the light of the gentiles, "and Yahweh's law is to shine out from the newly created people of God over the whole world, bringing the nations into voluntary subjection to the divine order revealed in it" (Eichrodt, 1961:62).  Thus with the Servant-King a new element of universalism enters into the covenant concept, preparing the way for the New Testament gospel message.



*
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Helmuth Frey describes the meaning of the successive covenants as follows:

The Noahite Covenant:


All the earth is longing for the light.

The Abrahamic Covenant:


The light is dawning, yet the sun has not yet risen.

The Sinaitic Covenant:


For those who know about the light, there is the obligation 
to live as children of the light (Frey, 1950:94).   


I add to this:

The Davidic Covenant:


All attention is focussed on the rising sun.

The New Covenant:


The sun has risen.

Robertson (1980:27-52) argues for both the unity and diversity of the divine covenants with man.  Including the covenant with Adam in his scheme, he distinguishes the different covenants as follows:  "Adam: the covenant of commencement

Noah: the covenant of preservation

Abraham: the covenant of promise

Moses: the covenant of law

David: the covenant of the kingdom

Christ: the covenant of consummation" (1980:61).

Since the Abrahamic and Sinaitic covenants are basic to the understanding of the whole covenant concept, I concentrate on those in the further discussion.  There is no need to distinguish in further detail between these two covenants, because, even if their nature and purpose are not exactly the same, their structures are fairly similar.


6.3.2
The Nature of the Covenant of Grace



The kingdom of God, as we have explained before, means that the sovereign, living God maintains his absolute rule in intimate covenant relationship with man (See the end of 4.1).  The covenant can be defined as "a solemn promise made binding by an oath which may be either a verbal formula or a symbolic action" (Dyrness, 1979:113).  The covenant establishes a personal bond between God and his people.  This personal nature of God's rule is manifested in every aspect of covenant religion.  It shines through the historical literature, prophecies, psalms and wisdom literature, sometimes implicitly, often quite explicitly.  It is the abc of biblical religion and preaching.  It is the spiritual presupposition and purpose of the cult as well as the other institutions of salvation (kingship, prophetism), the foundation of confession and song, the starting point of faith, of ethos and hope;  it determines the whole religious life of Israel (Vriezen, 1974:172).   So the covenant is the way in which God exercizes his personal rule.   It is in the framework and against the background of the covenant that the believer prays, "Your steadfast love is better than life" (Ps 63:3), or: "Whom have I in heaven but you?  And earth has nothing I desire besides you" (Ps 73:25), or:  "Yahweh is my portion" (Ps 16:5).   

This personal communion is what distinguishes covenant religion from that of all Israel's neighbours, and also from African religion.  It is the essence of true religion, in which only the regenerated child of the covenant God can feel at home, and which is his only possible home.   It is this personal communion with God and the assurance that goes hand in hand with it that has conquered the fear of death, also for Old Testament believers.   In both Ps 73 and 16, which take as their starting-point the fellowship with God, the comforting conclusion is drawn that this fellowship can never be terminated, not even by death (Ps 16:9-11; 73:24-26.  For a discussion of these passages, see Chapter 8).

Theologians from Africa who try to tell the world that there is no essential difference between African traditional religion and biblical religion should consider this point first.  In the African concept of God, instances of this constant, loving, joyous communion with God are totally lacking, and the few examples of sporadic communication (not communion!) with him are so few and far between that they always strike scholars as noteworthy because of their very scarcity!

One should not be tempted into presuming that this manifestation of Israel's faith has anything to do with her own natural spiritual equipment, her "genius".  This presupposition seems to be the guiding light for Y. Kaufmann's book, "The Religion of Israel", in which he shows himself to be a true disciple of the rabbis who taught that God was able to create the world only because he had foreseen that in this creation there would be a rock, Abraham, on whose faith he could build the world!   The picture that the Old Testament draws of the relationship between God and Israel is quite different.  In truth, Israel continually turned aside from the covenant and denied her spiritual status as people of the covenant.  Man, including Israelite man, is mortally fallen, and the kingdom of God means that God maintains his rule in communion with man, despite the fact that man is mortally fallen and totally depraved.  "This communion exists as a spiritual knowledge, revealed by God; as something Israel received in a special way in its covenant with God," says Vriezen (1974:173).  The second important statement about the covenant, therefore, is that it is a covenant of grace, God's sovereign grace which creates a relationship between him and man where humanly speaking no relationship could have been possible.  This applies to both the Abrahamic and the Sinaitic covenants.


Unilateral in its Origin
(In reformed dogmatic terminology, the term "monopleuric" is usually employed to express the idea of "unilateral").  As many scholars point out (inter alia Von Rad, 1962, Vol. 1:132; Craigie, 1976:22-24; Thompson, 1974:18-20), "comparison of ancient Near Eastern treaties, especially those made by the Hittites in the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries B. C., with passages in the Old Testament has revealed so many things in common between the two, particularly in the matter of form, that there must be some connection between these suzerainity treaties and the exposition of the details of Jahweh's covenant with Israel..."  (Von Rad, 1962, Vol.1:132).  Although scholars such as Nicholson (1985:81) have come to the conclusion that the analogies between the suzerainity treaties and the covenant concept of the Old Testament are not sufficient to warrant the supposition that the Old Testament drew on those treaties for the form of the covenants, there seems to be so many similarities that it is worth while to note them.  It would seem as if those who reject the idea of analogy do not realize to what extent the whole reflection on this topic is still dominated and clarified by the investigations of Mendelhall.  It would also seem that persons who downplay those analogies have the motivation of disproving the ancient origin of the covenant idea, and of returning to the outdated evoluthionary theories of Julius Wellhausen (so Nicholson, 1986:82).  All having been said, those analogies still shed light upon the structure of the covenant.  At least one can assume that the covenant as concluded with Abraham was no totally strange phenomenon, but had analogies in contemporary political treaties (Lion-Cachet, 1976:147)

In its classical form, the Near Eastern treaty has the following elements:

1
Preamble ("These are the words...")

2
Historical prologue (record of events leading to and forming the basis of the treaty).

3
General stipulations (related to the history and summarizing the purpose of the specific stipulations)

4
Specific stipulations 

5
Divine witnesses (various deities)

6
Blessings and curses (relating to maintenance or breach of the covenant) (See Craigie, 1976:23; Nicholson, 1986:57f.; Van Rooy, H. F., 1977:202).

What makes this structure relevant, is the measure of similarity in structure between these suzerainity treaties and the Decalogue as well as the book of Deuteronomy (McCarthy, 1973:23; Van Rooy, H. F., 1977:290,291) and, in some respects, also the book of Leviticus.  I hope to return to this structure in our discussion of the covenant.  In this section, what is most important is that the suzerainity treaties was in a certain sense unilateral.  They were "imposed upon" the vassal, they were "given to" him, they were not treaties between two equal parties.  In the same way, the covenant was given (natan) to Israel by Yahweh, established by him (heqîm, or sîm).  She was not consulted beforehand, although she was expected to accept the covenant and, in her own interests, submit to it (Vriezen, 1974:184).  The doctrine of the Covenant presupposes a relation between Yahweh and Israel which arose in history, not a natural relationship.  The Covenant was established by Yahweh alone -- in the Old Testament Yahweh is always the subject of the verb used to indicate the concluding of the Covenant.  "This clearly shows that Yahweh and Israel are not co-equal partners: everything originates with Yahweh, it is He who states the terms of the Covenant" (Vriezen, 1974:183.  Cf. Eichrodt, 1961:57: "The expressions...leave no room for the idea of a bilateral compact or engagement, but only for that of an institution created by divine omnipotence".  See also Lion-Cachet, 1976:148).

In these respects, the covenant is the logical extension of election, which also depends totally and solely upon God's sovereign love and decision.  The image of Father and son, which is used in the Old Testament to describe the relationship between Yahweh and Israel (McCarthy, 1973:33), should also be explained in this same, adoptive sense, as often in contemporary suzerainity treaties.  This image in Scripture, however, also expresses an idea of mutual love totally absent from secular suzerainity treaties (Dyrness, 1979:119).

The unilateral nature of the covenant is graphically illustrated in the actions of God and Abraham in the establishing of the covenant according to the record of Genesis 15.  Abraham is not consulted beforehand, he is simply instructed to prepare the animals for the concluding of the covenant.  Then Yahweh establishes the covenant according to his own decision.  Abraham is Yahweh's vassal.

However, Yahweh deviates from the accepted pattern of the suzerainity treaties: he alone treads the path formed by the slaughtered beasts, thereby indicating that he takes the responsibility for the keeping of the covenant on himself alone.


6.3.3
 The Indicative:  the Promises of the Covenant



One of the most cardinal characteristics of the covenant(s) of grace is that the indicative is of primary importance in it.  For understanding the covenant and living according to it, it is essential to understand and practise the right relationship between its two major elements, the indicative and the imperative, and to maintain the balance between them in a biblical way.  Both are essential, and under- or over-estimating either of these elements has always been detrimental to the health of the community of the people of God (Van Rooy, 1987 [2]:22-25).  Neglecting the indicative element leads to legalism without the basis of God's electing love and covenant grace.  Neglecting the imperative leads to antinomianism and a life which is not to God's honour.

In the relationship between the indicative and the imperative, it is essential to keep in mind that the indicative is the constitutive factor of the covenant: it is God's creative act, and without it there would be no basis for the imperative.

African customary law is by nature legalistic.  The reason for customs is given simply as:  "It is not done!" or:  "That is the way our people do it!"  As a result, this legalistic idea of life is carried over into the Christian church, and the new way of life is presented as a new set of rules in the same mould:  "It is not done!"  This, however, is not acceptable to the young people of Africa, who are in rebellion against all authority, especially when they see no positive function for that authority, but a mere limiting of their personal freedom.  A legalistic religion has no long term future in Africa.  People should be shown the indicative of God's love, salvation and promises as the basis of his law.

The primary indicative of the covenant is framed as a promise  "to be your God and the God of your descendants after you" (Gn 17:7).  At Sinai it is elaborated upon when Yahweh promises the people:  "Out of all nations you will be my treasured possession.  Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation" (Ex 19:5-6).  This means: belonging to Yahweh, standing under the personal protection of Yahweh, the Great King, the Suzerain, standing under his personal rule, living in intimate fellowship with him.

This unilateral origin of the covenant brings with it several very important consequences.

In the first place, it gives direction and significance to history (Dyrness, 1979:125).  God has a purpose with his people, and in their history he fulfills this purpose.  It is their obligation to know this purpose and to live in accordance with it.

Secondly, it brings assurance (if not security!) to life.  The covenant is a stable element in the life of God's people.  It provides a firm foundation for trust in God.

Thirdly, it also provides the foundation for a life in God's service, as will be expounded in more detail in Chapter Seven.

Most important of all, the basic demand is to know Yahweh, "that is, to enjoy a personal and living relationship with this God" (Dyrness, 1979:125).

Summarizing the character of the life of God's people under the covenant of grace, it can be described as a life under grace, a life in freedom, a life in hope, a life in love (Gerber, 1989:39).



6.3.3.1
God's Covenant Love




In Jr 31:3 God's electing love and his covenant love are mentioned in one breath: 

"I have loved you with an everlasting love ('ahab),

 and have drawn you with loving-kindness (hesed)".

The juxtaposition of these two terms demonstrates the intimate link between God's election and his covenant.  This is the first and most important element in the indicative of the covenant: "I will love you, I will be loyal to you;  I will be your God, and you shall be my people."

It is of great importance to note that in the suzerainity treatises no mention was made of love of the suzerain towards his vassals, but only of the vassals towards the suzerain (McCarthy, 1973:15).  This "love" was of course no more than the expression of mere formal loyalty to the suzerain.  Very often it was imposed upon an unwilling vassal, and just as often vassals took the first opportunity to rebel against the suzerain whenever they thought they had a good chance to get away with it (Bright, 1960:267).

All the promises of the covenant can be summarized in the one word which is so often used of the relations within the covenant, to wit hesed, "loyal, constant, faithful love".  This term gives expression to the enduring nature of God's covenant love, which is not nullified even by the disloyalty of his human partner.

This term is of special importance in the context of this study, because it serves to highlight one of the distinctive features of biblical, covenant religion when compared to ancient Semitic religion and especially to the religion of the Sotho/Tswana people and other African peoples.  We refer to the feature that "the covenant community [communion?] between Yahweh and Israel found its aptest expression not so much in the attribute of power, which can be paralleled in all religions, as in a whole series of quite different propositions.  Pre-eminent among these is that of Yahweh's lovingkindness (hesed)" (Eichrodt, 1961:232).  We do not propose to argue for this meaning of hesed, since it has come to be generally accepted by Old Testament scholars  (Jacob, 1958:104 and Snaith, 1944:Chapter V).

This concept was entirely absent in all other national religions of Israel's neighbours, in particular Baalistic religion.  The whole set-up and purpose of Baalism was of a naturalistic nature.  The gods were the personifications of natural phenomena (Albright, 1968:101-131), and the beliefs about them reflected all the unpredictabilities and fickleness of the precarious weather conditions of Palestine and vicinity.  Power is an attribute inherent in nature, but loyal love presupposes a personal, loving God.

There is no need to elaborate on the comparison between biblical covenant religion and the image of God among the Sotho/Tswana.  If Modimo is an impersonal selo se se boitshegang (fearful, numinous thing), it will manifest its reaction to the disregarding of taboos as a matter of course, and its dangerous, numinous spirit power will automatically be released against the culprit.  There might be magical means of circumventing or escaping this reaction, but there can be no thought of forgiveness which rests on loyal, forbearing love, just as there can be no covenant.

If God is Mwari of the Shona and Venda peoples, then forbearance is not the result of loyal covenant love, not of forgiveness, but of the indulgence of a cosmic grandparent.  If he is Thixo/INkosi yeZulu, he is power pure and simple, but the personal communion and love which might enable him to forgive is not a factor that can be reckoned with.

African religion, including the syncretistic religion of many of the African independent churches, focuses first and foremost on power and the manupilation of forces (Van Rooy, 1964:17).

In his wide-ranging researches, Mbiti (1970:31) could come across only three examples of people who speak of the mercy of God, and those are all from the more northern peoples, who call God Leza or Mulungu.

As for God's covenant love, Israel's relationship with God, being a covenant fellowship, consequently took over the ideas bound up with this particular legal form of human relationships, even though these were modified by the exalted nature of the divine party to the contract.  One type of conduct expected from fellowship as an immediate result of the conclusion of the berit was the duty of loyal mutual service;  without the rendering of hesed on both sides the maintenance of a covenant was in general unthinkable.  Hence there was a strong, living conviction in Israel that Yahweh's kindness and readiness to succour was something which could be expected of him in view of his covenant promises.  The redemption from Egypt was experienced as an act of this succouring love, "and for all his terrifying power the God of Sinai is also the loving protector, who remains true to his promises and exerts his power for the good of his covenant people" (Eichrodt, 1961:232).

This last observation of Eichrodt is very illuminating as to the relationship between God's power and his hesed.  For hesed does not exclude power, as if Modimo were the god of power and Yahweh the God of love.  The creative and redemptive power of Yahweh is one of the basic axioms of the Old Testament, and is expressed in countless contexts and forms, from the first verse of the book of Genesis ("In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth"), up to the song of comfort with which the second part of Isaiah starts (Is 40, especially verses 12-31), but this power normally operates as redemptive, succouring power, the agent of Yahweh's hesed.  One needs only to read the last-mentioned pericopes from Isaiah to see how closely God's creative power is linked to his redemptive power: 

'To whom will you compare me? 

Or who is my equal?' says the Holy One.

Lift your eyes and look to the heavens:

Who created all these?

He who brings out the starry host one by one,

and calls them each by name.

Because of his great power and mighty strength,

not one of them is missing.

Why do you say, O Jacob, and complain, O Israel,

'My way is hidden from the LORD;

my cause is disregarded by my God'?

Do you not know?  Have you not heard?

The LORD is the everlasting God,

the Creator of the ends of the earth...

He gives strength to the weary

and increases the power of the weak" (Is 40:25-29).

One concomitant of Yahweh's hesed is his grace, his pity, his willingness to forgive.  Yahweh's kind of hesed is proved to be divine precisely because it is not terminated by the unfaithfulness of his people.  Hosea bases God's uncomprehensible forgiveness on his holiness, his "otherness" (Hos. 11:9).  Yahweh betrothes himself to his faithless wife Israel for hesed and rahamîm.  His own faithfulness and pity is the bride price, which Israel is expected to repay with loyalty and knowledge of him (Hs 2:21).  Indeed he bestows on the wife who has been brought home eternal hesed (Is 54:7f.).  This transformation of the hesed-concept can be seen also in a unique deepening of the father-image as applied to God (Eichrodt, 1961:238).  Hosea uses it with new insight, when he describes Yahweh as the father teaching his little child to walk and carrying him in his arms;  and so does Jeremiah, when he portrays Yahweh's sorrow over his faithless people as the disappointment of a father, who, in his intense affection, wishes contrary to custom to give his daughter an equal place in the inheritance with his sons, but, when he looks to hear from her the name of father as a sign of her faithful attachment, meets only with gross ungratitude.  But Jeremiah goes even further.  He sees the father-relationship as an image of an undying love, the kind of love which will take the lost son to its arms again with fervent emotion, whenever that son returns in penitence;  and this despite the fact that even the love itself has no reason outside itself for the triumph of such compassion over the most justifiable indignation, but is aware of its own behaviour only as an inner but incomprehensible imperative (Eichrodt, 1961:238).



6.3.3.2
The Righteousness of God




Another expression indicating Yahweh's covenant love is his righteousness.  Just as the hesed which God desires from man includes the practice of righteousness, so God shows his favour by doing justice and righteousness (Eichrodt, 1961:239). Sdq refers to a concept which implies behaviour in accordance with the norms inherent inherent in a relationship between two parties.  "Gemeinschaftstreu/heilvoll sein" ("true to the community/bringing salvation") Koch defines the meaning of the term (1979:510.  See also Eichrodt, 1961:239).  Never in the Old Testament does justice appear as merely distributive in the strict meaning of the term.  "The justice of Yahweh is not of the type of the blindfolded maiden holding a balance in her hand, the justice of Yahweh extends one arm to the wretched stretched out on the ground whilst the other pushes away the one who causes the misfortunes" (Jacob, 1958:99; see also Snaith, 1944:68,69).

This biblical concept stands in sharp contrast to ideas of justice in the traditional thinking of the Bantu people, where the purpose of court cases was neither to protect the weak, nor to exact distributive justice.  The purpose of administration of "justice" was always in the first place to restore the integrity of the community by removing causes of friction and quarrel.  As a consequence, the first consideration was not who was in the right, but who could do the most harm to the integrity of the tribe if he was dissatisfied with the verdict of the court, and that was almost certain to be the most powerful of the parties involved.

By contrast, the God of the covenant is primarily concerned with protecting the weak, the poor, the powerless:  widows, fatherless children and strangers sojourning in the land.  One may refer, among other places in the Old Testament, to Dt 24:14-22; 27:19.

It is a striking fact that sensitive translators of the Bible into Bantu languages have trouble in finding a really suitable term for translating the Hebrew term sadiq.  There seems to be no term available which expresses the idea of accordance with a norm.  Most translations made use of the term -lunga, -lungha, -loka and its derivatives, which do not express accordance with a norm, whether God's or that of society, but rather indicate the absence of really undesirable characteristics.  It is not a strongly positive term, and, when used to describe persons, could be rendered in English by "to be okay, harmless".

The faithfulness of the covenant God in the covenant relationship stands in stark contrast to the unfaithfulness of Israel. 

6.3.4
The Imperative:  the Demands of the Covenant
We have demonstrated that the covenant was unilateral (monopleuric) in its establishing.  It was not a treaty between two equals.  Yet, on the other hand, it could be called bilateral  (dipleuric) in the sense that Israel took upon herself obligations to be fulfilled in the framework of the covenant.   That was true to the character of the Near Eastern suzerainity treaties.  The suzerain took the initiative in establishing the treaty, but the vassal had very definite obligations to discharge as his part of the treaty  (Craigie, 1976:22‑24; De Groot/Hulst, 1952:263-265).

In the first place, in the Near Eastern treaties the vassal was expected to be absolutely subjected and obedient to the suzerain.  He was not permitted to conclude a treaty with any other king, and he had to render service and provide troops in the battles of the great king.

Likewise, believing Israel was obliged to be totally subject and obedient to Yahweh.  The God whom they came to know through Moses and through God's mighty deeds of deliverance, demanded total commitment, every day and in all circumstances (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:78).  That was what was implied by the hesed of the Covenant that was required of him.  As Yahweh keeps his hesed in the covenant relationship, so man has to keep his hesed.  "By chesed man best attains to the imitation of God and the chesed he shows to his neighbour is always chesed Elohim" (2 Sm 9:3;  1 Sm 20:14;  Jacob, 1958:174).



6.3.4.1  Faith as man's Covenant Obligation




 It was just as true for the old as for the new covenant that "without faith it is impossible to please God" (Hb 11:6).  When Yahweh came to Abraham with the promise of a natural heir and a numerous offspring, as an introduction to and part of the covenant he was about to conclude with him, Abraham answered by faith:  "Abraham believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness" (Gn 15:6).  The first imperative of the covenant is faith.  The faith‑relationship is in itself the righteous fulfilment of the covenant fellowship on man's part (Eichrodt, 1967:279).  By faith man indicates his willingness to be included in God's covenant:  he trusts God, takes him at his word and puts himself in his hands.  He accepts the privilege of being God's subject.  Eichrodt (1967:289) states that "the whole process by which salvation is realized in covenant and Law is comprehended in the dialectic of the faith‑relationship", and mentions as examples of this relationship of faith Noah's building of the ark, Abram's migration, Israel's liberation from Egypt and the conquest of Canaan, all of them instances of the faithful concurrence of the people.  Participation by man in God's plan is, first of all, faith;  and it is not by chance that Isaiah, who is the prophet of God's plan, is also the prophet of faith.  To believe is to share in the stability of God, to see things as God sees them with security and confidence  (Jacob, 1958:174; Dyrness, 1979:162,163).

Jacob (1958:174) proceeds to indicate the threefold aspects of faith in the Old Testament:  It is knowledge -- and the phrase knowledge of God expresses one of the essential features of Israelite religion;  it is trust, and Isaiah defines it as an attitude of calmness (Is 7:4;  30:15;  28:15) because it is submission to an all‑powerful and good master;  and finally, it is active obedience, for the believer, far from abandoning himself to fatalism, must struggle along with God for the fulfilling of his plan.

De Groot/Hulst (1952:274) also calls faith a central concept in the Old Testament.  In the stories of the patriarchs, faith stands in the foreground.  For the prophets, serving God is a matter of heartfelt faith; it is possible to be conscientiously faithful in the cultic life and yet miss the true service of Yahweh.  They emphasize the importance of the element of personal trust in God as an essential part of true faith.  Abraham did not merely gave credence to God's word, he put his confidence in God himself.  He accepted God's word because it was the word of a trustworthy God.  His whole faith is focussed on God (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:275‑276; also Preusz, 1992:171).

Fellowship with God is an essential concomitant of faith in God.  Therefore, fellowship with God is the deepest longing of the Old Testament believers.  One yearns for God as if one thirsts in a dry country (Ps 63:1; 42:2,3).  The psalmist has one paramount desire, and that is to spend his life in the temple of the Lord (Ps 27:4).  One day there is better than a thousand elsewhere (Ps 84; see also Ps 31, 42 and 43, 63, 91).

These passages indicate how covenant and faith, faith and fellowship are interrelated, almost as synonyms.  For God rules in intimate fellowship with fallen man, and that is what the covenant is (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:276;  Vriezen, 1974:165,166).

Needless to say that in ancient Semitic religion nothing similar is to be found.  This faith and fellowship have their roots in a personal self‑revelation of the living God, in his redemptive deeds and in the fellowship which he himself initiated.  Faith must rest on something secure, something real.  There is, however, no reality in pagan religion.  Baal was a fiction, a projection of man's need for security in agriculture and the fertility of man and beast.  What trust man had, he put in his own rites which had the purpose of reviving and assisting Baal against Moth; but there could be no security, because there was no real and secure ground for man's faith in the gods.  There could be no real faith, because there was no real knowledge (in the biblical sense of yadac  ‑‑ a personal knowledge which involved care and fellowship-- Preusz, 1992:171) of the gods.  Therefore, there could be no fellowship, since fellowship presupposes this personal acquaintance with a faithful God.

By the same token, if one can speak of "faith" in Modimo or Mwari, it is the same kind of faith as one has in one's ancestor spirits.  It is not a faith with substance in reality, resting on a personal knowledge of the living God.  There is no existential knowledge (yadac !) of the living God,  and therefore there can be no fellowship of faith.  None of the comforting experiences of which believers sing in the psalms, mentioned and quoted in the preceding paragraph can be experienced in a supposed fellowship with the Modimo of the Sotho/Tswana.

In the case of Mwali, even if there is supposed to be a genealogical relation, his remoteness and the many steps between him and man on the hierarchical ladder of forces make him inaccessible to man.  Faith in him can be no more than theoretical knowledge.  There is no ground for trust, no longing for his gracious presence.

If God is INkosi yeZulu or Thixo of the Nguni, no representative of these peoples would admit to personally knowing him.  At most, people know about him.  The knowledge is not existential.  As has already been demonstrated (2.3), the less one has to do with him, the better for one's own well-being and safety.  If, as the Zulu people say, he has amawala, then there cannot even be any hope of security with him, since he is fickle and unpredictable.

Smith (1950:14) writes, "...speaking in general terms, African religion is 'communal', an affair of the family, the clan, the tribe rather than of the individual."  And Mbiti (1970:218) says, "Their beliefs... are collective, communal, or corporate beliefs, held by groups or communities.  The individual 'believes' what other members of the corporate society 'believe', and he 'believes' because others 'believe'."  Since God's normal way of revealing himself to fallen man is through Jesus Christ and Scripture, and since his revelation in nature has been distorted and rejected by natural man, one cannot normally expect natural man to know God personally and to have a personal, existential faith in him, outside of Christ and God's particular revelation in Scripture.

One of the few remarkable exceptions to this rule is found among the Dinka of the Sudan.  Mbiti (1975:137,142) records two instances of prayers which are full of trust, expressed in words such as these:  "God has turned his back on us.  And yet he will turn about again.  We are the children of our Maker and do not fear that he will kill us... God, my Father, I pray to thee.  To thee, in the time of the new moon, I address my plea.  God recognizes my forebears who are reconciled to him."  Yet two features of these prayers are noteworthy.  The first is that the trust of the suppliant does not rest on salvation but on creation.  There is a "natural" relationship, it has not been brought about by God as in the Old Testament.  The second feature is that the belief in the ancestor spirits ("my forebears") figure in the communication with God.

By way of contrast, the distinguishing aspect of faith in the Old Testament (which is basically the same as in the New Testament) -note how Paul more than once refers to Abraham as the model for Christian faith [Rm 4:3; Gl 3:6], is precisely the strongly personal character of faith and human responsibility.

Among Israel's neighbours, as among the people of Africa, there was very little scope, if any at all, for personal decision in the field of religion.  Religion was by definition "people's religion", the religion of the people as a whole, or, in the case of less sedentary societies, of the extended family.  Everything was regulated according to set patterns.  Individual decision in the relationship with the deity, or individual faith in and fellowship with the deity, was non‑existent.  If there was any communication with the deity at all, it was about matters of national concern and not of individuals.

In Israel, especially in the earlier stages of the history of salvation, this collective element was very strong too.  According to Eichrodt (1967:175) there was initially very little scope for the individual element in religion.  For a long time the predominant interest in the fortunes of the nation pushed the personal concerns of the individual member of that nation into the background.  In any case in the early period with its strong sense of solidarity, personal interests took second place to the claims of the community.  "With all the unbroken force of primitive vitality men felt their individual lives to be embedded in the great organism of the life of the community, without which the individual existence was a nullity, a leaf blown about by the wind, while in the prosperity of the community, on the other hand, the individual could alone find his own fulfilment" (Eichrodt, 1967:175).  This is seen most clearly in the assertion of collective retribution, which presumes it to be completely just that the individual shares in the guilt of the community.

It is to be expected that Eichrodt, for whom the histories of the patriarchs are projections of the faith of historical Israel rather than being itself history, would also regard the strongly individual element in the lives and faith of the patriarchs such as Abraham, Jacob and Joseph, which shines through the stories about those patriarchs, as "theology" reflecting the faith of later stages in Israel, or the "theology" of the authors or compilers of the books of the Old Testament.  If, however, we take these stories to be prophetic historiography, that means, factual history as interpreted in the light of God's revelation through the illumination of the Holy Spirit, one cannot escape the fact that individual faith, decision, responsibility as well as retribution was very prominent in their lives with God.  The very first act of Abraham after having been called by God was to cut his ties with his people: "Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go to the land I will show you" (Gn 12:1).  From then on his communion with God was of a very personal nature.

In the same way, Jacob is held personally responsible by God for his deeds, and every act which shows up his lack of faith comes back to him.  He deceived his blind father, and in the same way his father-in-law deceives him with his wives, and later on his own sons deceive him about Joseph.   His mother assisted him in his deception of his father, and he has to leave her and his home, and the two of them never see each other again.  He favours his one wife above the others, and the Lord gives children to the other one.  He favours Joseph above his brothers, and Joseph is taken from him.  He puts his trust in his own strength and cunning, and he is crippled by the Angel of the Lord. Only when he learns to put his trust in God instead of in himself, do his fortunes change and does he receive back what he has lost.

As for Joseph, even if it is true that God's dealings with him involves the well-being of the whole family, his whole life witnesses to the personal involvement of God in his life and the many personal moral decisions he has to make.

Eichrodt is willing to accept that from the time of David on the individual element in faith became stronger.  Having stated the strong collective nature of faith in the earlier stages, he proceeds (1967:175): "This should not, of course, be misunderstood, as it has sometimes been, to mean that until the age of prophetism it was impossible to speak of personal trust in Yahweh by the individual Israelite.  Even in the earliest laws the demands of God call the individual 'Thou' to account; and conversely the individual is certain that he may expect from Yahweh the protection of his justice.   Very common personal names, such as Jonathan ('Yahweh has given'), Joiada ('Yahweh has regarded'), and others, express the confidence that the fortunes of the individual also come under God's direction."

That does not imply that for all Israel their faith was always such a personal matter, or even that in all periods personal responsibility before God was the accepted norm.  Actually, in the closing chapters of the book of Judges, the baneful consequences of loyalty to the group rather than to the covenant stipulations of Yahweh are graphically illustrated in the series of events which almost led to the extinction of the tribe of Benjamin (Jdg 20:13f.).

There is no difference of opinion on the matter that, with the disintegration, during the ninth and eighth centuries, of the old values of care for the poor and weak, as stipulated in the Mosaic law, and the call of the prophets to conversion, the element of personal decision against national tendencies came very much to the foreground.  The knowledge which God imparted to Israel in his revelation to them made them recognize even his holiness as life of a personal kind, and in the same way man was more and more seen as an individual answerable to God.  "This in turn gave the sphere of ultimate personal decision, namely the moral, that quite distinctive majesty from which derive both the dignity and the limitation alike of cultus and of law" (Eichrodt, 1967:245).

It seems to be generally accepted, therefore, that at least from the eighth century onwards the element of individual faith and responsibility became prominent in Israel's faith.  But this could not have been an entirely new phenomenon.  Eichrodt (1967:245), proceeding from the previous quotation, makes an observation of supreme importance:  "In the re‑creation of the individual, and nowhere else, God achieves the re‑creating of his congregation."  This must have been valid for all ages of God's dealings with his people, as it is today.

In the exile, when the destruction of the temple and the vast distances from the centres of national religion made the practice of the official cult impossible, personal prayer and obedience to God came to be regarded as quite adequate expressions of religion.

Summarizing the whole development of individual faith and responsibility in the course of the history of salvation, we can  conclude that the faith of the Old Testament "helped religious individuality to come to life in a context of strong collective ties, because it understood God's demands to the nation as at the same time a call to the individual, imposing upon him an obligation of unconditional loyalty even when the call ran counter to the natural bonds of community" (Eichrodt, 1967:265).  The whole structure of the covenant thus promoted individual faith and responsibility, as might already have been concluded from a thorough study of the first response elicited from man at the establishing of the covenant with Abraham (Gn 15:6)!



6.3.4.2  God's Law and Man's Love and Obedience in the Covenant




 Whenever the Law of God is discussed, it should be kept in mind that the first requisite for a right understanding of the Law is to see it in its context in the whole of the covenant.  This means that it should never be divorced from the indicative which preceeds it.  In the Old Testament the Law clearly presupposes the "Gospel" (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:284).  Whenever the primacy of the indicative to the imperative is lost sight of, the Law is misunderstood and the way is opened for all the ravages of legalism.  In the covenant context, there would have been no imperative, no Law, apart from the indicative which preceeds it.  The Decalogue, with which the Law starts, is preceded by Ex 19:5‑6:  "Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession.   Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation," which in itself is an indicative of blessing and grace, but which is in its turn preceded by Ex 19:4:  "I carried you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself."  The preamble to the Decalogue is in itself an expression of the indicative  of God's saving acts:  "I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery" (Ex 20:2; Dyrness, 1979:130).

A second factor which is very important is that the covenant claims the whole man and calls him to unconditional surrender (Eichrodt, 1961:45).  This is a logical consequence of the fact that the other partner in the covenant is God himself, a fact which also accounts for the strong inner character of the imperative:  when man accepts the implications of the covenant relationship by answering in faith, the first and paramount matter required from him is love:  "Love the LORD your God with everything you are" (My own free translation of Dt 6:5).

In the secular Near Eastern treaties of Moses' time, which served as a model for the form in which the covenant was given to Israel, a similar word is used to express the relationship between a vassal and his suzerain.  The Hebrew equivalent of this use of the word 'love' occurs in 1 Ki 5:1: "Hiram always loved David".  Even in secular treaties the need was felt for a deeper relationship than a merely legalistic one.  "However, the biblical term 'love' has a much deeper connotation... The extent of a man's love for God was to be total.  Israel was to love God with her whole being.  The expression with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might is a favourite one in Deuteronomy (4:29; 10:12; 11:13; 13:3; 26:16; 30:2,6,10).  The heart was regarded as the seat of the mind and will as well as of a wide range of emotions.  The term soul... seems to refer to the source of life and vitality, or even of one's being'... The two terms heart and soul between them indicate that a man is to love God with unreserved devotion.  To give more weight to the demand a third expression is added, with all your might..." (Thompson, 1974:l22;  cf. Craigie, 1976:169,170; Dyrness, 1979:163).  It should be kept in mind that these  exhortations to love God with everything one is, are found in the book of Deuteronomy, which in its whole is a formulation of the covenant between God and man.  Love should always be seen within the context of the covenant.

Everything that has been said here of love points to the inward character of man's love for God.   A mere formal conformity to God's law is not sufficient.  Actually, it is not religion at all.

On the other hand, by expressing the whole law in terms of love, the basic demand of the divine will for the surrender of the whole person to a personal God was brought within the comprehension of every member of God's people (Eichrodt, 1967:272).

This injunction to love God reminds one of what one Zulu informant told Axel‑Ivar Berglund (1976:42) about INkosi yeZulu:  "We do not love him as we love the shades.  He is too far away to love.  One can only love the one that is near".  And Mbiti (1970:219) writes on the same topic:  "This search after God's attention is utilitarian and not purely spiritual; it is practical and not mystical.  As far as our sources are concerned, African peoples do not 'thirst after God' for his own sake alone.  They seek to obtain what he gives, be that material or even spiritual; they do not seem to search for him as the final reward or satisfaction of the human soul and spirit" -- and that is actually what love for God is!

Just as the imperative of obedience can never be divorced from the indicative of salvation, so the imperative of love and obedience can never be divorced from the indicative of God's covenant love.  In both cases it would lead to dead, legalistic religion.  This is a serious problem in churches world-wide, but especially in African churches.  Injunctions and instruction of young Christians very often tend to follow the pattern of traditional African culture, which consists of a series of "Don'ts".  Now in traditional culture, in which the individual is integrated in a very rigid system of authority with strong and effective sanctions, this kind of instruction might be effective to a degree, but in modern, open society, especially since the structures of parental and communal authority have collapsed, this kind of instruction is totally ineffective, quite apart from the fact that it is theologically unacceptable in Christian churches.

In the Old Testament, especially in the socalled "priestly codes", this love for God is defined as obedience to his commands (Eichrodt, 1961:416).  "The law was not grafted on to the religion at one particular time, for it was implied and required by the central notion of the covenant" (Jacob, 1958:271).  The covenant implies that the people willingly bow before Yahweh.  This is illustrated by the history of people such as Abraham and Jeremiah (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:279).  Even in the hour of Abraham's greatest anguish (Genesis 22!), he does not question God's demand of obedience.  Jeremiah's confessions indicate that his whole being revolts against his calling and the suffering it entails, yet he remains obedient.  God's word is too strong for him to resist (Jr 20:9).  Only one who has a loving relationship with God can react in this way.  The compulsion of the Spirit of God in Jeremiah's life is an inner compulsion, obedience born out of love for God and his people.

Just as God's love for his people is expressed with the term ydc, this term is also used for expressing man's love for God.  Nowhere is this concept expressed more poignantly than in Hosea.  Hosea seems to avoid the term 'hb, which is commonly used of human love, and which he reserves for the lustful cults of the Baalistic rites.  By "knowledge of God" Hosea means no merely theoretical knowledge of God's nature and will but the practical application of a relationship of love and trust, as this is seen at its loveliest in the association of a true wife and her husband  (Eichrodt, 1967:291; De Groot/Hulst, 1952:67‑73).  Hosea's indictment against Israel is framed in the following terms:

"There is no faithfulness ('emet), no love (hesed), no acknowledgement (dacat) of God in the land" (4:1).

And what God really requires from his people, is expressed by Hosea in these words:


"For I desire mercy (hesed), not sacrifice,


and acknowledgement of God (dacat) rather than burnt offering" (6:6).

The rendering "acknowledgement" for dacat is rather unfortunate here, as in Hosea 2:20 and 4:6, where the dacat is part of God's promises to the Israel of the future.  As already mentioned, it expresses a relationship of love and trust. (See also Vriezen, 1966:167,168).

Another aspect of the attitude that God expects from man is yir'ah, fear and respect.  The translation of the new German Bible (Die Gute Nachricht des Alten und Neuen Testaments) is very apt, to wit, "Gott ernst nehmen ("to take God seriously").  "The believer who has seen in history a manifestation of divine righteousness and hesed can only involve his own existence humbly in the wake of that history.  Humility will be accompanied by fear, for nothing else is possible before a holy and sometimes terrible God..." (Jacob, 1958:175.  See also Vriezen, 1974:169; Thompson, 1974:104-105; Preusz, 1992:166).

There are aspects of this fear which are obviously not the prerogative of Israelite religion.  Fear of the mysterium tremendum ac fascinans, the holy, is a universal phenomenon of religion (Otto, 1947:12-35).  Modimo is selo se se boitshegang, a fearful, weird, unapproachable thing.  INkosi yeZulu is feared so much that the further from man he stays, the better.  This element is prominent in the religion of Old Testament revelation from the earliest times.  Moses has to take his shoes off, and should not approach the burning bush (Ex 3).  It constantly recurs in accounts of self‑manifestations of God, as to Gideon (Jdg 6:22), the Philistines (1 Sm 5), Uzzah (2 Sm 6:7), Elijah (1 Ki 19:13) and Isaiah and Ezekiel at their calling (Is 6;  Ez 1:28), to mention but a few instances.  The same applies to the New Testament, as when the angel appeared to the shepherds (Lk 2:9), or when Paul was caught up into the presence of God (2 Cor 12:4), or when the risen Christ appears to John (Rv 1:17).  See further 4.4.

The pre‑eminence of this feeling among Old Testament believers was ensured by the realisation of the uniqueness and sovereignty of Yahweh.  If he is unique, there is no other power which can protect against him.  If he is sovereign, there can be no magical means by which he can be manupilated or his judgement averted.  The Old Testament believer was aware of being totally delivered to the Holy One, entirely at the mercy of the terrible  (nora') God.

But while Israel's neighbours sought to escape their fear of the gods either by means of ritualistic magic or by turning to other gods for protection against the less sympathetic ones, the fear of the believing Israelite was modified by quite another factor.  Their fear of God was not one of abject terror, because he revealed himself to them as the God of the covenant (Dyrness, 1979:161,162).   This self‑revelation of Yahweh as the God of hesed, loving loyalty to the covenant partner, transformed their fear from "a sense of numinous terror to a reverential awe in which trust already predominates... unshakeable confidence and willing obedience, humble renunciation of one's own way and unconditional adherence to the goal of God's leading"  (Eichrodt, 1967:271,272).  It is even often used synonymously with trust (Vriezen, 1974:175).

This confident trust has no parallel in the religions of the ancient Near East or of Africa.  The will of those nature gods "is too little reliable and too ambiguous for men to be able to credit them with a coherent total purpose... Anxiety remains one of the basic elements of Babylonian piety" (Eichrodt, 1967:272).

In Africa, anxiety over the anger or jealousy of the spirits is often the driving force of what religious ritual there is.  "Look here," the spirits are addressed during the libation offerings, "we are giving you your due;  now go away and leave us in peace.  Do not cause disasters any longer;  do not let our children fall ill or our crops fail."  

There is one instance of an idea of the fear of God in Africa which approaches the Old Testament concept in meaning, and that is the concept of mampuba among the Ila people, significantly a people who have a strongly theistic concept of God, Leza (McVeigh, 1974:19).  McVeigh (1974:19) calls this "a complex emotion, made up of fear, reverence and affection: the specific religious emotion".

Because in the covenant relationship the will of God was revealed to Israel in his law, the irrational element in their fear was repressed in favour of an attitude of reverence and obedience for a divine will which can be known.  "The fear of God is thus filled with a complex rational content, with the result that predominance is given to the positive element in the God‑man relationship"  (Eichrodt, 1967:273 -- his own bold characters).  The fear of God thus attains a strong ethical element.   It is no longer predominantly avoidance, as the Zulu and Xhosa peoples avoid INkosi yeZulu, but it becomes humble obedience in fellowship with a loving God (See also De Groot/Hulst, 1952:267).  The whole complex concept of the fear of God is expressed in many of its aspects ‑‑ the numinous, the covenantal fellowship and the ethical ‑‑ in Dt 10:12,13: "And now, O Israel, what does the LORD your God ask of you but to fear the LORD your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and to observe the LORD's commands and decrees that I am giving you today for your own good?" (cf. Mi 6:6-8).

Because God reveals himself in the covenant relationship, the reverent fear of God is accompanied for the Israelite by a boundless joy in the personal knowledge of God and fellowship with him (Helberg, 1976, Vol. 1:45; Vol. 2:39).  "Important as fear is in Israelite religion, it does not occupy the central place, joy far outweighs it... joy forms the centre of the cult, which consists in rejoicing before Yahweh and in communion with him [Lev. 23:40;  Nm. 10:10; Dt. 12:7; 16:11]" (Jacob, 1958:175).  Because of the riches of God's covenant promises and the assurance of his favour and faithfulness, there is ample reason for joy, and rejoicing becomes a command:  "Because you did not serve the LORD your God joyfully and gladly in the time of prosperity, therefore in hunger and thirst, in nakedness and dire poverty, you will serve the enemies the LORD sends against you" (Dt 28:47,48).

Because the law of God expresses his will, and because the covenant relationship creates love in man, and because God's law is a law of life, keeping the law of God was felt to be pure joy, itself being its own reward.  To obey Yahweh is life (Dt 30:15,16).  Therefore, to have been given God's Thora is in itself an act of his love.  The classical expression of this is Psalm 119, where the joy in keeping God's commandments is an ever recurring theme with a multitude of variations.

The observance of the sabbath was one expression of this joy in the communion with the covenant God, who had delivered Israel from Egypt, so that the people were no longer slaves of men, but were free to be the joyful servants of a faithful Master (Eichrodt, 1961:133).



6.3.4.3  The Sanctuary and the Cult




 The pale ideal of a religion without cult is not Israelitic.  The cult is not an expendable aspect of religious life, it is a genuine expression of a living faith.  Man needs forms in which to give expression to his gratitude to and reverence and love for God (De Groot/Hulst, 1952:285).  Actually, the absence of a cult often indicates a concept of God in which he is not very real or relevant.  People from Africa often say, "Why should we bring offerings to God?  He does not need our food; we do not need his fellowship" (McVeigh, 1974:110,111).

For Israel, the cult was the normal means of serving God in a meaningful way.  The concepts of sin (Ps 15, 17), guilt and atonement (Ps 51), were illustrated and enacted there in the form of the tabernacle and temple, and the various offerings.  However, the whole pagan concept that in the cult "man does something for God" (Vriezen, 1974:277), is firmly and consistently rejected (Ps 40:6; 50:9-15; 51:17).  The purpose of the cult was not ritualistic at all; its main purpose was to strengthen or restore the communion between God and the people (Vriezen, 1974:190).  The tabernacle and the altar is the place of meeting with God (Ex 29:43,44).  "The cult is, as it were, a road for two-way traffic; in the cult God comes to man, but man also comes to God.  Thus God comes to man as a forgiving God and affords him an opportunity to cleanse himself regularly of his sins;  and in the cult man comes to God with his confession of guilt, with his tokens of thankfulness and adoration.  God also comes to man in the cult as a revealing God -- he makes use of priests, symbols, and the temple to proclaim his will in the Torah..." (Vriezen, 1974:277).

Then it is also important to remember that, in contrast to the religion of the gentiles, in Israel the cult was by no means the only way of communication between God and man.  Personal prayer, for instance, was widely practised quite apart from the cult (Neh 1:4-11; 9:2; Job 7:20; 40:3f.; Jr 14:7-9; Dn 9:4f.).  From Dn 6:10 one gets the impression that God-fearing Israelites had the custom of addressing God in personal prayer three times a day.  Many of the psalms are personal prayers, which as such have come to be incorporated into the cult.  God often revealed himself to individuals who had no cultic function -- among others to Hagar (Gn 21:17), Gideon (Jdg 6:11f.), Manoach and his wife (Jdg 13:11).





6.3.4.3.1  
The Temple: God's Presence







The tension between the remoteness of God and his nearness is a wide-spread experience in different religions (Jacob, 1958:254,255).

The sanctuary is the place where God chose to meet with his people, where the distant God comes near to them and approachable for them.   Therefore it is called 'ohel moced, the tent of meeting (ie. between God and his people ‑‑ Ex 33:7-11; see Jacob, 1958:256; Dyrness, 1979:147).  The danger was always present that Israel would understand the function of the temple as a place where they could "capture" God, as we can see from Jr 7:4, and therefore Israel had constantly to be reminded that Yahweh was not limited to his temple, and that the sanctuary could never be the dwelling place of God in all his majesty and glory (kabôd).  The prayer of King Solomon at the dedication of the temple gives expression to the realisation that God is omnipresent:  "But will God really dwell on earth?  The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain you.  How much less this temple I have built?" (1 Ki 8:27; Clements, 1965:67).  Psalm 99 calls the temple "God's footstool, the place where he sits enthroned between the cherubim", and where he can be worshipped. Psalms 48 and 50 draw a picture of God shining forth from Zion, but Psalm 47, which was placed just before those two psalms, tells about God's ascension to heaven, where he is seated on his holy throne, in this case definitely not the temple.  For this reason, the Old Testament, particularly the "Deuteronomic" parts, are careful not to call the temple God's dwelling place on earth, but prefers to refer to it as "the place where I will cause my Name to dwell" (for instance 1 Ki 8:20; Dt 12:5.  See also Helberg, 1976, Vol. 1:357; Clements, 1965:96,100;Preusz, 1991:195).

This does not imply that God is not actually and really present in his temple.  In 1 Ki 8:10,11 we read how the presence of the Lord, in the form of a cloud, filled the temple.  And in Ezekiel 10 we read of the final departure of the glory of Yahweh from his temple.  This could only have happened if he was actually and really present in the temple in a special way.  But these passages do imply that God was not in any way dependent on his temple, as many of Jeremiah's contemporaries thought (Jr 7:4).  This realization helped Israel's faith to survive the destruction of the temple, and gave rise to the utterance of such noble passages as Is 57:15:


"This is what the high and lofty one says -- 


he who lives for ever, whose name is holy:


'I live in a high and holy place,


but also with him who is lowly and contrite in spirit.."

For the scattered people of God in and after the exile, he himself is the sanctuary (Ez 11:16,17), and in Ezekiel's representation of the new city of God and new temple, the presence of God will be the dominant factor (Ez 48:35; see Helberg, 1990:101).

Modimo can, of course, be said to be present with humans, but this presence is something essentially different from the presence of Yahweh with his people. Yahweh’s presence is a personal presence, a manifestation of his electing grace and love, and elicits the response of adoration and fellowship, whereas that of Modimo is entirely impersonal and automatic.





6.3.4.3.2  The Cult Itself






   As for the cult itself:  "Any theology finds its expression in the cult:  a theology of immanence and a theology of transcendence create particular cultic forms and in any religion the history of changes in the liturgy gives a fairly exact reflection of theological changes" (Jacob, 1958:262).  The form of the cult depends, therefore, on the nature of the deity in whose ‑‑ or which ‑‑ service it is employed, and reflects the beliefs of the worshipping community.

The virtual absence of any cult, as in the cases of Modimo and INkosi yeZulu, reflects the beliefs about lack of personal involvement of God in the everyday life of man on earth.  In the view of almost all Bantu peoples, the idea is that God does not need food.  He also has no fellowship with humans, therefore there is no need for offerings to him (McVeigh, 1974:110,111).  The Mwari cult at Matonjeni, which consists of chiefs sending deputations there for consultations accompanied by gifts, reflects the belief that Mwari is a national god who is interested in the weal and woe of the tribe as a whole, but not of individuals.

The cult of the Semites were based on and reflected their mythical beliefs about the gods as personified natural forces, which could and had to be manupilated by means of sympathetic imitative magic, in order to restore the balance of nature, the regular course of the seasons and the fertility of crops, man and lifestock.  In this religion man was only a part of nature which was itself more or less confused with the deity.  The Old Testament regarded this form of religiosity, to which the Israelites were constantly attracted and to which they more than once succumbed, as a particularly heinous aberration, for it led men away from the attitude of faith and obedience, the only fitting attitude before God, and from the attitude of domination and sovereignty, which alone is legitimite in man's relationship with nature (Genesis 1:28).  "By transforming the metaphors of sexual life into the historical field so as to use them as the expression of a covenant between two unequal partners, the prophets intended to put an end to any mystic connection between man and nature" (Jacob, 1958:264,265; see also De Groot/Hulst, 1952:286).

The cult of Yahwism was, therefore, not based upon mythology but upon God's mighty deeds of deliverance in history.  The cult was not a magical enactment of the cosmic myth as was the essential Canaanite and Semitic cultic feasts, but the commemoration of the great deeds of God which lay at the basis of the covenant, and so the act of eating together with the invisible but present deity ‑‑ what the Old Testament calls 'eating in the presence of Yahweh' (Ex 32:6; Dt 12:18; Jdg 9:27), -- "expressed in the most tangible form that communication of life that God makes to man" (Jacob, 1958:269).

This sacrificial, sacramental symbolism was helpful to man as a means of expressing the reality of God's love and the blessings which it imparted to man, but it was not an essential element of true religion.  Old Testament piety was at no time limited to the forms of sacrificial symbolism.  Psalms 40 and 50 consider the action of thanks as sufficient, whether it be accompanied by sacrifice or not, "and in a prophetic flight Hosea expresses himself in an analogous way:  'Let us offer our lips like bulls' [14:3]" (Jacob, 1958:270).  Hosea indeed seems to deny that any sacrifices were offered during the desert journey:  "Did you bring me sacrifices and offerings forty years in the desert, O house of Israel?" (Hs 5:25).  In stating this, he merely expresses in other terms what Samuel had already said to Saul in answer to his claim that the Israelites had spared the flocks of the Amalekites for the purpose of offering them to God as a sacrifice: 


"Does the LORD delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices


as much as in obeying the voice of the LORD? 


To obey is better than sacrifice,


and to heed is better than the fat of rams" 

(1 Sm 15:22; De Groot/Hulst, 1952:287).

This does not at all imply that the cult and the form which it takes is a matter of indifference.  It would be difficult to imagine how Israel could possibly have preserved her religion unharmed outside the protective framework of fixed forms of cultic law, the unconditional obligations of which bound the individual Israelites together in community  (Eichrodt, 1961:419).  After all, our Lord Jesus Christ deemed it absolutely necessary to leave at least two sacraments to his church in order to remind them of the spiritual truth, reality and power of his redemptive death for us.

The cult had a strong ethical connotation, as expressed inter alia by cultic psalms such as 32, 15, 24 and 50, where confession of sins and begging for cleansing and forgiveness constitute a major part of the hymn.   By the same token, these hymns express the holiness and righteousness of God and the supremacy of his divine grace.

The part of the cult which usually comes to mind when one hears the word "cult", is the offerings.  In pagan religions, that is the element which constitutes almost the whole of the cult.  I do not regard it as necessary to discuss the various offerings of the Old Testament in detail, but propose to limit myself to those elements which bring out the contrasts with Semitic and African religion, the more so since offerings are brought only to the spirits of the ancestors and very seldom, if ever, as far as I could ascertain, to the High God, either because he does not need them or because he is benevolent and does not need to be appeased.

The first observation about Old Testament offerings is that, remarkably, the offerings were not the most important part of the ministry of the cult officials, the Levites.  If one listens to the blessings of Moses in Deuteronomy 33, one notes that the teaching ministry of the Levites is mentioned before the sacrificial ministry.  The Word is of primary importance compared to the sacraments (Schmidt, 1983:54).

The rest of the book Deuteronomy "confirms that the sacrificial cult plays a surprisingly small part in the ministry of the Levites.  They are in the first place priests of the divine law" (Kraus, 1966:97). One is tempted to mention the relation between the ministry of the Word and the Sacraments in reformed theology:  the Calvinist viewpoint is that the Word is primary, and the sacraments have the function of affirming the message of the Word.  This goes hand in hand with the nature of the kingdom of God and the covenant of grace:  there is intimate fellowship with God, and, although the cult, the ceremonies have their place in it, the primary means of fellowship is the word:  God speaks to his people through the prophetic word, and they answer him in their prayers.
As for the individual offerings:  By way of contrast we may mention the offerings of Bantu Africa first.  Prayer and offering are both essential parts of communication with the spirits.  Usually the offering is poured out over the head of an animal, or over certain cult objects, and then the requests are made for help or for the spirits to cease their interference in the life of the living.  Requests cannot be made to the spirits without offerings to them.  The spirits need the offerings, although in the case of highly exceptional prayers which are sometimes made to the High God in the time of crisis, requests can sometimes be made without offerings, as in the case of prayer to Modimo of the Tswana/Sotho (Setiloane, 1976:75f.).

Gift offerings of this nature are the only type recorded among Bantu people.  And the spirits are dependent on those for their existence.  In the Old Testament it is abundantly clear that God does not need the sacrifices.  That is the main message of Ps 50:  "Will I eat the flesh of bulls, or drink the blood of goats?  Offer unto God the sacrifice of thanksgiving..."

There are some types of offerings in the Old Testament cult which do have analogies in African religion, such as the minhah (gift or meal offering) and the zebah šelamîm (fellowship offering).  But the analogy is limited.  The offerings which are presented to the spirits as gifts always have a strong character of reciprocity -- do ut des.  The idea of, "Look here, we are giving you your due, now mind that you give us ours", is very prominent.  As for the idea of eating together with the spirits in Bantu offerings, there is no element of intimate and joyful fellowship, but rather the concept of satisfying the impertinent demands of the spirits.  In quite a number of languages, such as Sotho, Tsonga and Venda, the term for offerings is "scolding the spirits", and the offerings are actually a means of getting rid of the spirits.

Specifically those offerings which centre round the idea of atonement, as expressed in the Hebrew term kipper, have no analogy in Bantu Africa.  Sin is seen as something which separates man from God, and man needs to be reconciled with God before he can have fellowship with God.  This is the idea behind the guilt or sin offering ('ašam or hatta't).  (As reference for this topic, see Dyrness, 1979:152-155; Scmidt, 1983:127; De Vaux, 1964:91-112; Kraus, 1966:112-124).

The main difference between Old Testament and African cult is that in the sacrificial system, Yahweh created for Israel a way of constant, living intercourse with him (Kraus, 1966:123), whereas in African Traditional Religion there is no intercourse, but at most sporadic communication by religious specialists.  In the Old Testament there is also no trace whatsoever of the strong magical overtones which mark both Semitic and African religious cultic practices.  Neither is there the idea that God lives on the gifts given to him by humans, as do the spirits in Africa and the gods of the Canaanites and Babylonians (Kraus, 1966:123).





6.3.4.4
Prayer






Among Israel’s Semitic neighbours, prayer was an important part of the cult, but never succeeded in freeing itself from the bonds of magic and mantic rites influenced by the belief in demons and evil spirits (Kaiser, O, 1993:105).
In Israel, prayer, though an important part of the cult, was not limited to cultic prayer.  Abraham (Gn 18:16‑33) and Moses (Ex 3; 33:11; Dt 34:10) conversed with God reverently but quite informally.  There is also no trace of formality in the socalled "confessions" of Jeremiah in which he addresses God (Jr 11:18‑23; 12:1‑6; 15:10‑12,15‑21; 17:14‑18; 18:18‑23; 20:7‑18).

The essence of true religion is expressed in the psalms as this personal fellowship:



"Do not hide your face from me,



do not turn your servant away in anger;



you have been my helper.



Do not reject me or forsake me, O God my Saviour.



Though my father and mother forsake me,



the LORD will receive me" (Ps 27:9,10).

This constant, personal covenant fellowship is lacking in African traditional religion, except in some remarkable isolated instances where there are daily prayers to the supreme Deity, as in the case of the Nandi people who every morning or evening pray to Assista (McVeigh, 1974:109).  But even these prayers are almost exclusively of a petitionary nature (McVeigh, 1974:122,123).  Even in cases where INkosi yeZulu or Mwari is addressed, the prayers are limited to special requests on  very special occasions, and usually by religious specialists, and then usually through a hierarchy of intermediaries.  Constant personal fellowship in which the fellowship with God is an aim in itself is an entirely strange concept in Bantu Africa.  Those peoples among whom regular prayer is a custom include very few of the southern, Bantu-speaking peoples.  The only record Mbiti (1970:235) gives is, characteristically, of the Ila with their strongly theistic concept of God.  Almost all other instances are from the more northern parts of Africa, such as the Igbo of Nigeria (Metuh, 1981:viii; 125).

Most cases of prayers to the supreme Deity which Mbiti (1975) and Shorter (1975) mention are from peoples living in northern Africa, such as the Boran of Kenya, who pray to God every morning and evening, expressing their trust in him and asking for his protection and blessing (Shorter, 1975:124,125).  The Dinka of the Sudan seem to have an especially close relationship to God, judging by the examples of trustful prayers given by Mbiti (1975:137,142).  On the other hand, the majority of the prayers to ancestor spirits recorded by Mbiti (1975:101-108) are from southern Africa.

Setiloane (1976:74,76,83) tells us how the Tswana people pray for rain: "The special rite is held only as a last resort after all other approaches have been tried."  Only the paramount chief can preside over this ritual.  "While the chief's prayers contain no mention of the name 'MODIMO', it is significant that, at some point in the rite, an old woman of the chief's own household (herself... descended from the chief's ancestors) may publicly call upon his predecessors, naming them in order from the most recently departed... and saying: 'Why do you cause us so much suffering?  Pray for us to MODIMO.  We ask for rain.'  It is precisely her seniority which entitles her to utter the name of MODIMO.  To others -- even perhaps to the chief himself -- it is taboo."  These prayers are sometimes accompanied by rituals which include rolling in ashes.

In the Old Testament ‑‑ and this comparative study will not be understood if this is not clear to the reader ‑‑ this fellowship is what religion is all about.  God rules in personal covenant fellowship with redeemed man, and this is what his kingdom, his rule, means.  Apart from this, there is no true religion, no true knowledge of God, no way of pleasing God.

I do not argue that this is the only aspect of true religion.  Of course religion has its ethical dimensions, both in relation to God and to one's fellow man, but these ethical dimensions are squarely based on the vertical relationship with God, as will be demonstrated in Chapter 7.

The relatively informal character of prayer in the Old Testament can also be seen in the phenomenon that incantation as form of prayer is lacking in the Old Testament.  The three characteristics of incantation are the magical utterance of the name of God, the frequent repetition of the prayer in identical terms (Mt 6:7,8!), and a special manner of reciting it in a murmered or whispering voice.  Great store was set by the divine name, even to the extent of using it from time to time as a tattoo‑mark (Is 44:5, Zch 13:6).

The background of these rites is obviously that of compulsive magic.  It is striking to hear the same type of prayer in many sincretistic sects in Africa, and even among many members and ministers of the mainline denominations: the artificial voice used, the shouted repetitive type of prayer, the attitude of compulsion which is so obvious when praying for healing or rain.

In the Old Testament there is no trace of this approach.   "This exclusion of all irreligious ideas of compulsion from the practice of prayer is in accordance with Israel's strong sense of the exalted Lordship of God, and the same sense is expressed in the gestures which accompany prayer.  The acts of kneeling and raising the hands, followed by the bowing of the face to the ground correspond to the behaviour of the vassal in the presence of his king, and symbolize the submission of the supplicant to a will higher than his own" (Eichrodt, 1961:175).

The genuineness of the life of prayer in Israel is attested by the freedom of its cultic prayers and hymns from any trace of "hollow pathos or high‑flown flattery; rather its marks are a childlike simplicity, sincerity and confidence toward him who has been their God 'from Egypt until now'" (Eichrodt, 1961:175).

Secondly, there is none of the disparity between the prayer of the cultus and the prayer of the private individual which is such a notable feature of the prayer literature of the rest of the ancient world, for instance, that of Babylonia.  Because the official cult is not dominated by lifeless formal trumpery and degrading incantations, there is no need for a real and living piety to take refuge in private prayer, away from the public cult, but real adoration and lively religious feeling lend force even to public worship (Eichrodt, 1961:175).  The personal note is obvious in the cultic psalms.  There seems to have been no need for any more formal, "Babylonian-like" or "Ugarith-like" psalms in the cult.  The spontaneous, informal prayers of the individual were regarded as the most suitable expression of Israel's cultic needs.  Psalm 50 is the heartfelt cry of a repentent sinner, and all the psalms in which God is addressed express the personal communion between man and God.  Prayer is actually man's response to God's acts and words.  The purpose of God's acts and speaking is getting an answer from man, whether in praise, lament, petition, cry for help, vow, expression of trust, of wonderment, of relief, or exclamation over victory given by God (Vriezen, 1963:22).


6.3.5  Disobedience and the Sanctions of the Covenant

 Everything that has been said in Ch. 5 about sin is valid in this context, but in the context of the covenant it acquires an added dimension, that of unfaithfulness to the faithful God of the covenant and ingratitude in the face of all the blessings of the covenant.

In the Near Eastern vassal treaties there were elaborate stipulations about the possibilities of the vassal breaking the covenant or failing to fulfill his obligations in it, and the sanctions which he might incur by doing this (Craigie, 1976:43‑45).  The parallels to these in the Old Testament covenant are to be found in Lv 26:14-39 and Dt 28:15-68.

God's Anger
The "connections between God's anger and human sin is a standard element in the religious beliefs of all civilized peoples among whom the Deity is worshipped as the guardian of justice and keeper of the laws" (Eichrodt, 1961:259).  As Setiloane has indicated, this is true also of the Sotho/Tswana.  But in Israel "a new factor had entered into their estimate of events with their experience of the God of Sinai" (Eichrodt, 1961:259).  The difference between the Old Testament concept of God and that of African Traditional Religion is that between God's revelation through his word and natural religion.  It is the God of the covenant who made the difference.  "For one thing the dynamic concentration of all events as related to the will of this one God gave new intensity to the traditional religious assessment of misfortune.  But in addition, because the purpose of God's dealings was recognized to be the maintenance of the covenant, their experience of the divine wrath was associated increasingly with the idea of offence against the covenant and its Creator..." (Eichrodt, 1961:175).  This is precisely the theme which recurs as the main unifying element in the "Deuteronomic historiography".

Furthermore, the wrath of God never acquires the characteristics of menis, that malicious hatred and envy which figures so prominently in the implacability of the Greek and also of the Babylonian deities.  "Even if it is sometimes unintelligible, Yahweh's anger has nothing of the Satanic about it..." (Eichrodt, 1961:261).

On the other hand, judgement and punishment do not automatically and mechanically follow on transgression.  God is not an impersonal power like Modimo, and sin against him is no mere transgression of a taboo.  God is a personal God who is faithful to his covenant, who has compassion and patience with wayward man, and who forgives man his transgressions time and again (Ps 103:1‑18!).  Yet this forgiveness is not the passivity of an indulgent cosmic grandparent (Mwari!).  It is the patience of a sovereign God who out of love (hesed) puts the reigns on his anger, even though in his holiness he hates sin.  It is the righteousness (sedaqah!) of a faithful God who is a just judge and who demands justice, but who nevertheless forgives because he himself provides for reconciliation, expiation, even propitiation, through his Son Jesus Christ, who was prefigured in the sacrifices of the Old Covenant.

faithlessness and capriciousness of the pagan gods.  One could never be sure about their desires or intentions.  In the well-known Gilgamesh epic, the hero of the same name sets out on a quest for life, which he hopes to find from Utnapishtim, the sole survivor of the flood.  He went over land and crossed the sea, all in vain.  The will and secrets of the gods were unattainable for him (Craigie, 1976:365).  The will of Yahweh, however, is clearly revealed in the covenant precepts, his law, and he himself acts in accordance with these precepts:  "Now what I am commanding you today is not too difficult for you or beyond your reach.  It is not up in heaven, so that you have to ask, 'Who will ascend to heaven to get it and proclaim it to us so that we may obey it?'... No, the word is very near you;  it is in your mouth and in your heart so you may obey it" (Dt 30:11-14; Rm 10:6-8).

Chapter 7 

MAN LIVING BEFORE GOD
IMPLICATIONS OF THE CONCEPT OF GOD

FOR INTER-PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS
For more than one reason, Old Testament ethics are, despite its limitations (Vriezen, 1974:430-437), of paramount importance for New Testament Christians.  In the first place, the New Testament did not replace Old Testament ethics with a new code of ethics, but presupposed it and built on it, bringing to it the new dimension of salvation in Christ Jesus and the endowment with the power of the Spirit.  That is the reason why very few economic, political and social principles were spelt out by the New Testament:  they had already been spelt out in the Old Testament.  Secondly, the New Testament Christians lived as a suppressed minority in a vast pagan empire.  The ethical instructions given to them are not in the first place intended for a society in which believers have any influence in the government of a country.  Like Abraham, they knew that they were aliens and strangers on earth (Heb 11:13), and that their citizenship is in heaven (Phlp 3:20), and as a result their ethics tended to reflect that character of being meant for aliens on this earth, who by their conduct testify to their heavenly Lord and his kingdom.  For instructions about social, economical and political ethics, and for the rich revelation of God about Christian ethics to be found there, one has first of all to turn to the Old Testament, with its theocratical setup.  This does not mean that the New Testament has nothing to contribute to Christian ethics in the field of society, politics or economics;  to the contrary, precisely because of the dimension of strangership on earth and heavenly citizenship and our witness to that, it is inexpendable.  

7.1
African Ethics

7.1.1
Interpersonal Relationships and Taboo
In Africa the ethical code is determined mainly by two factors, namely inter‑personal relationships and taboo (McVeigh, 1974:21,84,85,91), which are interrelated and interdependent.  Taboo refers in the first place to one's attitude towards the hierarchy of forces into which one is supposed to be integrated, but there are also quite a number of taboos which rule interpersonal relations, not least because those relations are  regulated inter alia by laws of seniority.  God, and man's relationship with him is, generally speaking, not a factor of any significance in African ethics.  We therefore have to disagree with Vriezen (1974:408) when he writes: "In all religions the relation between man and man is fundamentally determined by the relation between God and man.  Always and everywhere religion and ethics are bound more or less closely together."  In Africa, the absence of any influence on ethics of the relationship between God and man is very conspicious among most peoples.  True, Modimo may be the energy vivifying man and his community, and therefore may be regarded as the "guardian" of ethical norms, but there is no revealed will of Modimo about these norms, neither are they observed out of love and respect for IT.  IT does not call men to account for their behaviour.  There is consequently no essential difference between "ethical" norms and the cosmic order.

Considering how important the principle of the hierarchy of forces is in African Traditional Religion, one should not be surprised that this is a determining factor in norms of human conduct.  It is an essential and basic principle of African ethics to respect this hierarchy of forces, to know and accept one's place in this totality and in society, which means observing the taboos of the tribe and respecting the authority of one's seniors and preserving the wholeness and welfare of the community (Metuh, 1981:108).  One example: An offense of a Sotho/Tswana person against a senior member of his clan may draw the attention of the spirits to his behaviour, and they will consequently withdraw their support from his seriti, his power or personality, making him susceptible to witchcraft or all other superior "forces" (diriti, personalities) with which he comes into contact, and by which he may be negatively influenced (Setiloane, 1976:49).

This code, however, excludes strangers until they have for some reason or other been accepted into the community (McVeigh, 1974: 101,102).  The ancestor spirits, also, are concerned only with the fate and conduct of their own descendents, not with that of those outside the family line.

The important point is that this code of norms is not related to any personal communion with God, and therefore has a strongly legalistic character.  "It is not done," "It is taboo" is sufficient motivation for declaring an action forbidden.  For the same reason this code of norms is strongly negative, concerned with what is forbidden rather than on positive behaviour.  "Gross deviants (sorcerers and murderers) are proscribed, cut off or destroyed... for fear of the threat they offer to the healthy flow of community life (Setiloane, 1976:32).

As can be expected of a code based on taboo, African ethics consist of an elaborate system of guides and sanctions (McVeigh, 1974:84, 85,91).

Because vital force is such a dominant aspect of the African value system, African ethics are obsessed with the idea of vital force or power.  What is good, is what contributes to the power of the group, and what is bad, is what threatens this power.  Magic is good if it can increase the vital force of one’s own group or diminish that of one’s enemies.  It is bad if directed against one’s own group.

One factor that is of importance in this respect, is what Setiloane (1976:43) argues by quoting the Sotho/Tswana proverb, Motho ke Modimo (A person is Modimo).  That means that, since every person shares in the life‑giving energy of Modimo, he also shares in a certain sense in the nature, the godhead, of Modimo.  What is more, every human being is on his way to one day becoming a modimo, an ancestor spirit, who will belong to the realm of the supernatural forces, of which Modimo is the greatest.  A person from one’s own group therefore has to be taken seriously and respected for what he is as well as for what he will become.  This, however, is something quite different from an ethical norm based on the revealed will of a personal God and personal communion between man and God.

This means that ultimately man is thrown back upon himself and his society for establishing ethical norms of conduct.  In Africa, human relationships is a matter of primary importance, which determines ethical norms, modes of conduct and principles of education.

Since man has no personal knowledge of God and his law which expresses his will, the ethical code has become entirely man‑centred and self-centred: “My will be done” (Idowu, 1973:140).

There are a few instances recorded of where God is concerned with human behaviour towards other persons.  Mbiti (1975:31) gives two examples of prayers in which people refer to their upright behaviour towards others as grounds for blessing from God.  One example is from the Banyankore of Uganda, and the other from the Abaluyia of Kenya.  The last one may be unique in that it provides an instance of a prayer in which a person begs for forgiveness from God about the evil things which he has thought throughout the night.  Another example is that of the Igbo of Nigeria, who seem to be very conscious of the approval or disapproval of God (Chukwu) concerning human behaviour (Metuh, 1981:108,109,115,116).

What the Tonga/Ila people say of Leza seems to be the nearest any natural Bantu African man has come to Old Testament theism.  Hopgood mentions the warning Tonga people extend to each other, "Leza tasekwi" (God is not mocked), and I have personally heard a Christian Bemba women mentioning the example of a mother warning a disobedient child, "Lesa alekumona" ("God can see you").  Yet Hopgood, who has made a study of many years of the spiritual and moral life of the Tonga people, concludes about the theological character of Tonga ethics:  "To what extent Leza is thought of as an 'ethical' being, or to what extent human relationships with him are to be interpreted in ethical terms, it is difficult to say... I would certainly hesitate to call Tonga theology essentially 'ethical' in character" (1950:75).  McVeigh (1974:92) confirms this: "That Leza should take cognisance of the doings of men, and regard them with approval or disapproval, is an idea quite foreign to their minds.  In all their invocations of Leza there is no confession of sin".  McVeigh proceeds to quote Smith:  "As a general rule Africans do not associate morality with their belief in God;  men are not more honest, truthful, and virtuous because of their awareness of his existence.  The Creator rules in the cosmical sphere and is the Supreme Arbiter of human destiny, but he does not bring men into judgement now or hereafter.  He does not mind whether a man is good or bad" (1974:93).

If this is true of the Ila/Tonga with their strongly theistic concept of God, it can rightly be expected to be even more true of peoples who regard God as the distant, uninvolved King of heaven, or the indulgent cosmic Grandfather, or the first ancestor, not to mention peoples with polytheistic views.

When we say that ethics have a man-centred motivation, the ancestor spirits are included in the human community, since they are regarded as part of the extended family.  Smith (1950:87) says of this that the opinion of the ancestors no doubt "supplies strong sanctions for tribal morality and therefore must have its effect upon the individual".  Of the Ambo, Dymond says (1950:144) that God "is not a law-giver by whose precepts a man may order his life and thereby hope to gain divine favour.  Moral obligations are rooted not in God but in tribal custom."  Elsewhere (1950:149) he observes, "Kalunga requires good behaviour of a sort on man's part;  that is to say, God requires conformity not to any laws of his own -- for he has made none -- but to tribal ethics, such as the observance of tribal custom, reverence for one's elders and especially for the tribal and family ancestors, and the avoidance of hubris, 'insolence" [ie. disregarding the taboo of not keeping to one's place in the hierarchy of forces -- J. A. v. R.].  One should note this example of what I have just written above about there being no essential difference between "ethical" norms and cosmic order.  Dymond proceeds to write (1950:150), "The Ambo pagans count it no sin for a man to commit adultery with another man's wife, if the husband has given him permission to do so.  Kalunga cares nothing about that, because it does not contravene tribal custom.  Nor does he object to falsehood in any circumstances, or to theft from a stranger.  Indeed a member of a tribe any other than one's own is fair game for almost any outrage or un-neighbourly treatment."  Further on (1950:155), Dymond concludes, "Again, the pagan idea of sin is quite different from the Christian idea of sin. In the first place, the pagan idea of wrong is not that of wrong against God but of wrong against society... Secondly, if society -- which includes the ancestor spirits -- does not discover a man's fault then the man is without fault."

Davidson, writing about the Ngombe of Zaire (1950:178), says. "Strictly speaking, Akongo [=God] has nothing to do with a man's way of life.  A man may be a cannibal, for instance, but that fact would not affect his attitude to Akongo... Breach of the moral law is in the first place displeasing to the ancestors from whom the law came."

Rosemary Guillebaud says the same of the peoples of Ruanda-Urundi:  "Belief... in Imana [a concept of God which is very similar to Modimo of the Sotho/Tswana -- J. A. v. R.], seems to make very little positive difference to the conduct of these people..." (Smith, 1950:199).  About the same peoples, the Banyarwanda, Mbiti (1970:248) writes that "the people define good and evil by saying that 'that is good [or evil] which tradition has defined as good [or evil]'".  Quoting a Zulu informant, Mbiti (1970:249) writes that God told the Zulu to take ten wives, to eat their food and drink their beer.  Otherwise they regard themselves as orphans who freely do their own will.  And about the Lugbara he writes that there is no moral content in the relationship of man to God, as there is between man and the departed (1970:249).   "Relationship between individuals is at the centre of Nuer concepts of ethics.  Accordingly, to be in the right with God means being in the right with men" (1970:250).

Finally, Mbiti says that it "is held among the Shilluk that God is indifferent to their moral acts, neither punishing the wicked nor rewarding those who do good" (1970:251).

It seems, therefore, that in cases where God is thought to be interested in human ethics at all, his interest is limited to the maintenance of cosmic order, of which respect for seniority among members of the family is one aspect.  In this way God may be indirectly involved in interpersonal ethics.

The communal character of moral principles is reflected in the ethical code and education of African people.  Characteristics which are inculcated to children in traditional education are those which would facilitate human relationships and prevent disunity in the community, such as respect for authority and seniority, humility, modesty, politeness, friendliness, willingness to compromise, sharing with others what one acquires, helping people in need, hospitality (Setiloane, 1976: 67:  "A man who distributes meticulously...makes 'badimo' glad."  "A true Sotho-Tswana man is one who follows the accepted pattern of social living, who shows equinamity and maturity.  He is generous and kind, but also strong, not only physically, but also morally and spiritually" -- 1976: 42).

This is beautiful, but this list unfortunately includes characteristics such as flattery, especially of important persons, telling persons what one suspects they would like to hear instead of telling them the truth, disregard for truth, jealousy of persons who are more prosperous than oneself ‑‑ norms which stand in direct opposition to a biblical moral code.  It also excludes many traits of character which biblical faith demands of believers, such as the fear of the Lord, dependability, integrity, diligence in one's work and especially love for strangers.  African ethics does not provide a sound basis for reconciliation in a strife-torn society such as is presently being experienced in South Africa.


7.1.2
The Precedence of Totality
Among African peoples, the sense of cosmic unity, of a cosmic relationship between all things, is very strong.  Man "belongs to the great cosmic relationship; he feels a certain affinity with the cosmos; everything in the world around him is akin to himself" (Bavinck, 1966:38; Erasmus, 1970:185-186).  In African folk tales humans can easily turn into animals and vice versa.  The dividing line is vague, the kinship is strong.

This strong sense of cosmic unity also means that "no distinction can be made between sacred and secular, between natural and supernatural, for Nature, Man and the Unseen are inseparably involved in one another in a total community" (Taylor, 1963:72).

This implies that the summum bonum for traditional African people is to be at peace and harmony with totality, to be integrated into it in their proper place.  This, incidentally, also explains the static character of traditional African society and the lack of initiative displayed by its members.  A member of this society should not venture to acquire more status and influence than is his due by virtue of his fixed place in totality.  To strive after more prestige or power can be dangerous;  it exposes one to suspicion of having acquired it by evil means, by black magic.  Ambition is a perversity, not a virtue.  It is more important to be at harmony with totality than to excel (cf. Erasmus, 1970:293).

7.2
Old Testament Ethics
In the Old Testament, there are traces of a precovenantal set of moral values, as expressed by the sayings "ken lo' yecaseh beyisra'el (This is not done in Israel) and nebala beyisra'el (a disgrace in Israel).  See Gn 34:7;  Jos 7:15;  Jgd 19:23f.,30; 20:6,10; 2 Sm 13:12; Jr 29:23 and Eichrodt, 1967:317.

In the instances mentioned above, there seems to be little or no religious motivation for the norms governing Israelite ethics.  Neither, for that matter, do we see much of a religious motivation in the conduct of some of the patriarchs such as Judah in his relations to Tamar (Genesis 38), or of the sons of Jacob in their dealings with the Shechemites (Gn 34:25).  This does not mean that this motivation was entirely absent.  The implications of the election of Abraham and his descendants was not entirely lost on all of them.  A clear indication that it actually was a factor to be taken into account is found in the history of Joseph, as for example in his answer to the advances of the wife of Potiphar (Gn 39:9) or in his reassurance to his brothers: "I fear God" (Gn 42:18f.).  Even the negative statement of Abraham to Abimelech in Gn 20:11, "I said to myself, 'There is surely no fear of God in this place'", indicates that ideally the fear of God was supposed to direct men in their conduct towards their fellow‑men -- at least according to Abraham.

However, when God established his covenant with Israel and revealed his will to them in his law, a new dimension was introduced into the motivation for human conduct.  Since then, human conduct was primarily a religious matter (Snaith, 1944:59.  See also Kaiser, O, 1993:310-311; Preusz, 1992:203-205).  What was regarded as good rested on the recognition of God as the One who is perfectly good (Eichrodt, 1967:316).  W. C. Kaiser (1983:5,3) calls Old Testament ethics in the first place theistic.  "It is Israel's depiction of God that sets it off from most other ethical systems".  To what an extent the religious obligations of the covenant dominated inter‑personal relationships is illustrated inter alia by the fact that faithfulness towards other persons, even when against one's own interests, is called by Jonathan hesed 'elohim, loyal love such as God requires (1 Sm 20:14, cf. Eichrodt, 1967:322;  De Groot/Hulst, 1952:281).

The fact that Yahweh is a personal God, also profoundly influences the ethical code of the Old Testament.  Whatever changes in accent and in nuance there may have occurred in the course of the history of Israel, this one factor remained constant in the faith of believing Israel:  ethics are founded on the expressed personal will of a personal God, who has revealed that will to his people in the covenant legislation (Kaiser, W. C., 1983:5, 20; Dyrness, 1979:172; Vriezen, 1974:412).  Lv 19:18 lays down the precept, "Love your neighbour as yourself," immediately followed by the motivation, "I am the LORD", and the same applies to Lv 19:33,34, where the Israelite is told to treat the alien with kindness, "Love him as yourself.  I am the LORD your God."  This commandment is, therefore, not a mere social prescription, but is rooted in Israel's faith in God (Vriezen, 1974:416).  The relationship between man and man is determined by that between man and God (Vriezen, 1974:420).  The Old Testament knows nothing of morality apart from religion.  God is the source of the good, and if man is to do good, that is because he knows God (Dyrness, 1979:172).

Not only the fact that God was the living God, a God who lived in personal fellowship with his covenant people, influenced the ethical code of Israel, but also the fact that he was the one and only God.  Polytheism involves a variety of standards, which in the end boils down to no standard at all (Vriezen, 1974:411; Dyrness, 1979:173).  Yahweh's will was clearly and absolutely one, and in that respect there was a vast difference between Old Testament ethics and ancient Semitic ethics.  James 2:10, 11 is based squarely on Old Testament principles:  "He who said, 'Do not commit adultery", also said, 'Do not murder'".  Old Testament ethics is consistent and unchanging, because God is consistent and unchanging (1 Sam. 15:29; Ps. 25:8-10).

In the Decalogue a definite connection was laid between moral precepts and religious commands.  "It is the expression of a conviction that moral action is inseparably bound up with the worship of God.  This means, however, that the God whose help man craves regards obedience to the moral standards as equally important with the exclusive worship of himself;  and consequently his whole will and purpose is directed to that which is morally good" (Eichrodt, 1961:76).

An excellent analysis of Old Testament ethics is the study of Christopher Wright: "Living as the People of God.  The Relevance of Old Testament Ethics" (See LITERATURE).  On page 115 of this book he makes the statement that "for Israel, the beliefs which their institutions embodied, the 'truths upon which they stand', were governed by the powerful vertical dimension of the covenant relationship."  Wright distinguishes four closely related, covenant-based dimensions of the theocentricity of Old Testament ethics, to wit their origin, their history, their content, and their motive (1983:21), to which I would like to add eight more principles which can be derived from these four basic ones, to wit God-centred responsibility, God-centred joy, God-centred expectation, God-centred universality, a God-centred internal character, God-given property, God-given jurisprudence and God-given daily task -- the work ethic.


7.2.1
The God-centred origin of Israel's ethics is to be found both in creation (which Wright does not acknowledge, but see Kaiser, W. C. 1983:31; Dyrness, 1979:75), and in the covenant.  The ethical stipulations of the covenant are made on the basis and in the light of God's work of creation and redemption.  The theological basis for ethical matters such as marriage, human sexuality, duties to parents, duties to employees, property, work, life and the lower created forms are already found in the record of creation in Genesis 1 to 3.

These themes recur in the covenant legislation.  There, the ethical imperative rests on the indicative of redemption, which indicates how the vertical relationship with God dominates the horizontal.  The introduction to the covenant document of Exodus reminds Israel that they are a kingdom of priests for Yahweh (Ex 19:5,6), and the preamble to the Decalogue reminds them that God the Lawgiver is first of all God the Saviour.  The overview of Israel's history recorded in Deuteronomy 1-4 precedes the Decalogue in Deuteronomy 5 and all the "legislative parts" following it.  Chapters 32-34 of Exodus reminds the people that redemptive grace has the necessary concomitant of forgiving grace, which provides even deeper motivation for obedience in our relations with other people(s).  "Ethics then becomes a matter of gratitude, not of blind obedience alone" (Wright, 1983:21).


7.2.2

Going hand in hand with this gratitude is the God-centered joy which typifies Old Testament ethics.  The delight of the righteous is in the law of the LORD (Ps 1:1).  The precepts of the LORD give joy to the heart (Ps 19:8); they are sweeter than honey (Ps 19:10).  The whole of Psalm 119 is an expression of this joy in following God’s will.


7.2.3

The God-centred history of Old Testament ethics goes hand in hand with their basis in the covenant (Kaiser, W. C., 1983: 33).  Yahweh first and foremost revealed himself to Israel in his redemptive deeds in history, from the exodus, through the desert journey, and when he gave them the land of Canaan as possession and protected them from their numerous enemies.

Now evidently no man-made ethical code, whether European or African, could have this God-centred origin or history.  This origin is the covenant of grace, both in its Old Testament and New Testament dispensations, and the historical, redemptive acts of God.  A striking example of this is the motivation for the fourth commandment in the Deuteronomic version of the Decalogue: “Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and that the LORD your God brought you out...” (Dt 5:16).  The ethics of natural man, on the other hand, has no real motivation with regards to God.  "It is not done", is the African motivation for ethics.  This is often carried over into the church, and the christian life of the church is undermined and emaciated by this ahistoric, "originless" approach, without any motivation in God or his Son.


7.2.4

The God-centred content of Old Testament ethics refers in the first place to the character of God himself (Wright, 1983:26; Kaiser, W. C., 1983:29).  Since Yahweh is a God of love and mercy, Israel has to demonstrate that same mercy in their dealings with people.  They were strangers and slaves freed from Egypt by Yahweh, and therefore they are expected to behave in a humane manner towards strangers and slaves:  "Do not oppress an alien; you yourselves know how it feels to be aliens, because you were aliens in Egypt" (Ex 23:9); "If a fellow Hebrew, a man or a woman, sells himself to you and serves you six years, in the seventh year you must let him go free.  And when you release him, do not send him away empty-handed... Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and that the LORD your God redeemed you" (Dt 15:12,13,15).  The highest motivation for human conduct is to be found in the personal relationship to Yahweh.  He sets the standard for truth, right, justice, mercy and goodness (Kaiser, W. C., 1983:32).

This whole principle is summed up in one sentence in Lv 19:2:  "Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy."  "But the rest of Leviticus 19 shows us that the kind of holiness which reflects God's own holiness is thoroughly practical [and therefore ethical! -- J. A. v. R.].  It includes generosity to the poor at harvest time, justice for workers, integrity in judicial processes, considerate behaviour to other people, equality before the law for immigrants, honest trading and other  very 'earthy' social matters.  And all through the chapters runs the refrain: 'I am the LORD', as if to say, 'This is what I require of you because it is what I myself would do'...  This makes the command of Lev. 19:2 quite breathtaking.  Your quality of life, it said to Israel, must reflect the very heart of God's character" (Wright, 1983:27; Dyrness, 1979:172; Preusz, 1992:200-201).

The broad scriptural basis of this God-centred content of ethics reflects the fact that man was created in the image of God.  One of the implications of this truth is that there is and should be a certain kind of analogy between God and man.  God has the heart of a father, he is righteous, just, loving, compassionate and generous.  He works.  In this, man, his image, child and covenant partner, should reflect the character of his God.

A profound influence upon human ethics in the framework of the covenant is the fact that in the Old Testament, God's holiness itself has a strongly moral character.  His holiness is not exhausted in his awesomeness, greatness, power and judgement, although these are also essential aspects of his holiness.  But his holiness is also manifested in his righteousness and love.  This provides the basis for the holiness laws found in Lv 18-20.  Because of this element of God's holiness, Old Testament ethics, contrary to any pagan ethical system, can be described as "holiness ethics".  The Hebrew term qadôš and its related terms are used more than six hundred times to indicate moral perfection (Kaiser, W. C., 1983: 143).  Kaiser calls holiness "the central organizing feature of Old Testament ethics" (1983:139).

More than one of the psalms reflect this God-centred ethic.  One may mention Psalms 15 and 24, with their very concrete description of the character of the man who ventures to approach the holy God in his sanctuary.  The basis, the starting-point, is theocentric:  "LORD, who may dwell in your sanctuary?  Wo may live on your holy hill?" (15:1).  But the requirements mentioned in the psalm reflect predominantly not the ritualistic but the social dimension:  "He... who speaks the truth from his heart and has no slander on his tongue, who does his neighbour no wrong and casts no slur on his fellowman,...  who keeps his oath even when it hurts, who lends his money without usury and does not accept a bribe against the innocent" (Ps 15:2-5).

"Similarly in the Wisdom literature, if the motto of Proverbs is, 'The fear of the LORD is the... first principle of wisdom' (Pr 9:10), it would be appropriate to add, 'the imitation of the LORD is the application of wisdom'...;  it emerges also in the way that so many of the little details of behaviour commended in the book do indeed reflect the character of God himself.  There is emphasis on the virtues of faithfulness, kindness, work, compassion, social justice, especially for the poor and oppressed, generosity, impartiality and incorruptibility" (Wright, 1983:28).

The purpose of the narrative parts of the Old Testament is evidently not to provide role models of the ideal man.  Abraham was no superman, the most important thing to be said about him is that he put his trust in God (Gn 15:6)!  Other "heroes" such as Jacob, Ruben, Simeon and Levi, are not depicted as role models at all.  Samson, the only "pagan type" of hero, is a moral failure (Miskotte, 1939:215).  Nevertheless, the ideals of behaviour of man in the covenant are often, not purposely, but subtly illustrated in the behaviour of believers such as Abraham, who is concerned for the godless city of Sodom (Gn 18:20-33); or Joseph, who refuses to take the wife of his master, for the double reason that he fears God and that his master trusts him (Gn 39:8,9), or who forgives his brothers the terrible wrong that they did to him (Genesis 45); or Samuel who can call the whole people as witnesses to his integrity (1 Sm 12); or David, who refuses to make use of the opportunity to assassinate Saul in order to grab the kingship for himself (1 Samuel 24 and 26).  All these people reflect something of the character of their God in their behaviour towards their fellow men.

In the Wisdom literature, one also finds a deep social concern, which reflects, "for all its international connections and assimilations" (Wright, 1983:201), covenant ethics.  "Although the prevailing interest of Proverbs appears to be man and his daily living, there is an interesting and indirect God-centredness underlying it.  So much of the human behaviour, character and values which are commended do in fact reflect the character of God, as revealed elsewhere in the Old Testament" (Wright, 1983:201).

In the book of Job, in the moral apologia of chapter 31, the importance of interpersonal ethics are explicitly illustrated.  The list of possible transgressions which Job claims to have avoided includes having refrained from 

lust and adultery (1,9-12),

dishonesty in trade (5-8),

injustice to his slaves (13-15),

a deaf ear to the call of the poor in their need (16-23),

idolatry and astrology (24-28),

unwillingness to confess his sins (33-34),

landgrabbing and exploiting labourers (38-40).

He claims to have controlled his thoughts and tongue, not gloating over the misfortunes of his enemies (29-30),

and to have shown hospitality to strangers (31,32).  Wright comments:  "Two things are worthy of comment.  One is the breadth of moral behaviour that is included.  It extends from the thoughts of the heart, through words, private actions, sexual and family affairs, to economic, judicial, social and public conduct.  The other is the role played by God in the moral reasoning.  He is all-seeing (4), and evaluates every act (6,14).  He is the Creator of all men and therefore the protector of their equal rights (15).  He holds the sanction of judgement upon wrongdoing (23), especially on idolatry which is disloyalty to him (28).  In short, he is the inescapable God, and the whole of life is lived before him, under his moral inspection" (1983:204).

Two other lists which are very similar to that in Job 31 are found in the historic and prophetic literature, to wit in 1 Sm 12:2-5, where Samuel reminds the people of his conduct as judge, and in Ezekiel 18.  Both these confirm our conclusions from Job, and prove the universal acceptance of covenantal ethics in different periods of the history of Israel.

Since in a certain sense God himself is the content of Old Testament ethics, only people who know him personally, existentially, that is: in the scriptural sense of the word, can have any real idea of and appreciation for scriptural ethics.  In the Book of the Covenant (Ex 23:4) we read the following:  "If you come across your enemy's ox or donkey wandering off, be sure to take it back to him."   This means that even enemies fall within the scope of hesed required by the covenant obligations.  Loving one's enemies does not make sense to natural man, and this idea is nowhere to be found in Semitic, European or African ethics.  Love is reserved for one's own people, and especially for the extended family.  One needs the motivation of a God who loves one as his enemy in order to be able to grasp this concept and live according to this precept.

Because the ethical principles are based on the character of God, who is consistent and unchanging, they are likewise consistent and unchanging, as Samuel tells Saul (1 Sm 15:29; see also Ps 25:8-10; Kaiser, W. C., 1983:30).

This opens the view to the vast chasm between African or traditional, pagan European ethics on the one side and biblical ethics on the other, and also indicates the reason why Scriptural ethics has such a great transforming power in the lives of men and peoples.  It is because it has its origin, motivation and model in the love and redemptive work of God himself, which is brought home to the hearts of God's renewed people by the Spirit of God.  We have already observed that, for the Sotho/Tswana, Modimo is the guardian of the code of behaviour.  Against this background, it is very illuminating what Eichrodt concludes (1961:82):  "Here we are confronted with the fact of the moral personality of God.  If such a strengthening and refinement of the moral sense proceeds from the worship of Yahweh, then this God must be conceived as the power of goodness and the pattern of all human righteousness.  He is exalted far above the role of a mere protector of prescriptive rights."  See also Jacob (1958:148), who draws our attention to the fact that moral laws are bound up even with the  creation:  "He who mocks the poor shows contempt for their Maker" (Pr 17:5).


7.2.5

As for God-centred motivation, Israel is often warned against forgetting God's great redemptive deeds, lest they become heartless towards others in need.  "If Israel were to lose sight of what God had done for them, it would inevitably lead to failure to obey his law.  They would lose both the model and the motive" (Wright, 1983:29).

The prophets very often put their rebukes of Israel's moral decline in the framework of their salvation, which serves to draw their ingratitude and guilt in sharp relief.  One can mention Amos (2:10), Hosea (13:4-6: "When I fed them, they were satisfied;  when they were satisfied, they became proud; then they forgot me."), Micah (6:3-5), Isaiah (1:2-4; 5:1-7), Jeremiah (2:1-13; 7:21-26), Ezekiel (16 and 20).

Obviously there can be no God-centred motivation for ethics among persons who do not partake of God's redemptive love, again irrespective of whether these persons are European, Semitic, ancient Egyptian or African -- or even nominally Christian!


7.2.6
To the four dimensions mentioned by Wright we may add that of God-centred responsibility.  Here the relationship between individual and collective responsibility is important.

In all "primitive" communities collective consciousness and responsibility is basic (Krige, J. D. & Krige, E. J.,1954:75-81).  The sense of interdependence is stronger there than that of individual existence, and that of corporate responsibility supercedes that of individualism. "Primitive" Israel was no exception to this rule.  But it was not limited to the early stages of the history of Israel.  It remained valid until New Testament times.  Adam's whole posterity is included in his guilt, just as in the New Testament everyone who believes in Christ, shares in his righteousness.  The family of Achan (Joshua 7), the children of the Canaanites (Joshua 6:24f.) and of the Amalekites (1 Sm 15:3), and the descendants of Saul (2 Sm 21), share in the guilt of their fathers.  This communal element is typical of nomadic societies (Van Oyen, 1967:160), and God incorporated it into his covenantal relations with Israel.

Africans have, by virtue of their traditional ethical principles, more empathy for this corporative element in the Old Testament than Europeans have for it.  It was striking that, when a group of Europeans was asked by a colleague of mine to report what revelation of God they found in Genesis 3, they referred to the nature of sin, such as disobedience, rebellion, ingratitude.  When the same assignment was given to a group of Africans, the response was almost unanimous:  "One's sin does not affect only oneself, but also one's posterity."

On the other hand, although the communal element is very prominent in Israel's ethics and responsibility, this does not displace but merely supplements personal responsibility before God.  The first man to transgress, Adam, is personally called to account:  "Where are you?  Who told you that you are naked?  Did you eat of the forbidden fruit?" (Genesis 3).  In the same way Cain is addressed and called to account (Genesis 4).  At a very early stage believers are put before lonely decisions:  Abraham, for instance, in the call to Canaan (Genesis 12) and in the command to sacrifice his son (Genesis 22).  The Decalogue, as well as the basic covenantal instructions of Deuteronomy 6, are framed in the second person singular.  It can be accepted that this sense of personal responsibility grew stronger in the course of the history of revelation, until Ezekiel's classical expression of it in Ezekiel 18:  The son will not die for the guilt of the father, neither will the father die for the guilt of the son.

In this respect there are similarities between Old Testament and traditional African ethics.  When missionaries first made contact with Africans, the tendency was still towards communal responsibility in answering to the call of the gospel to faith.  In modern times, however, this has drastically changed, almost to the other extreme.  Even more than in European households, one often finds religious and denominational divisions in African households, because of the tendency to regard religious decisions as exclusively the responsibility of the individual.

Man's responsibility to God is based on two factors: creation and salvation.  Man is responsible to God because he was created in the image of God (Gn 1:27; 3:9; Van Oyen, 1967:60-64), and because he was saved from slavery for the purpose of serving God in obedience (Ex 19:4-6; 20:2-17).


7.2.7
A seventh dimension of Old Testament ethics is its God-centred expectation.  In the framework of the covenant, promises are the reverse side of the sanctions.  In both Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28 the promises and blessings precede the threats and curses.  "The promise of future reward or the threat of future punishment was not given to encourage otherwordliness or despondency, but to stimulate purity of life since the present was not the last or final measuring stick for what was good or evil" (Kaiser, 1983:11). This concept of final judgement became more prominent as redemptive history advanced, and is drawn in clear terms in the New Testament, but it starts in Genesis 3:  "Where are you?" -- of whatever antiquity one regards this particular chapter.


7.2.8

An eighth dimension of Old Testament ethics is its God-centred universality.  Kaiser (1983:11,12) mentions the example of the heathen cities, Sodom and Gomorrah, whose sins were so grievous that the outcry (or "outrage" -- Kaiser) rose to God in heaven, although they did not partake of God's particular revelation through his word.  Their sins are judged as being just as serious as those of Gibeah (Jdg 19,20).  But even more striking is the indictment of the nations by the prophet Amos in the sermon recorded in the first two chapters of his prophecies.  Damascus, Gaza, Tyre, Edom, Ammon and Moab are called to account and judgement is passed on them in exactly the same way as on Israel and Judah.  And the accusation is in every case not the obvious one of idolatry, but rather transgressing the universal norm of God the Creator, who demands that people treat other people with mercy and respect.  Selling people into slavery, or burning their bones as if for making lime out of them, even if they are heathens (1:6,9; 2:1), meet with God's stern disapproval.  Therefore both foreign slaves and Israelite kings (2 Sm 11,12; 1 Ki. 21) are under the protection of God's ethical norms but also subject to them (Kaiser, W. C., 1983:35; Dyrness, 1979:181; Vriezen, 1974:411).


7.2.9

In the ninth place, Old Testament ethics are distinguished by their God-centred internal character.  God judges not only the outward deeds, but even more the intent and motive of the heart.  The tenth commandment of the Decalogue is unique in this respect when compared to pagan religious statements.  That the tenth commandment refers to one's inner attitude and forbids "sins of the mind", has been contested by some scholars, such as Albrecht Alt.  W. C. Kaiser (1983:235-239) convincingly argues the case for the tenth commandment referring to sins of intention.  Keil on Ex 20:17 write, "The last or tenth commandment is directed against desiring (coveting), as the root from which every sin against a neighbour springs (1869:124).  This view is shared by commentators such as Alan Cole (1973:161).  Dyrness points out that the final command against coveting is at once the most inclusive and the most difficult to enforce.  But this is yet another example of how well the Old Testament understands the motivational aspect of sin.  Sin is a matter of the heart before it is a matter of behaviour.  Coveting was the basic sin of Adam... It is not insignificant that this is the last of the commandments, for it virtually calls out for its New Testament interpretation which Christ supplies (Dyrness, 1979:180).

In the same way, sacrifices are of no avail if there is no broken spirit and contrite heart over our sins (Ps 51:17.  See also Kaiser, W. C., 1983:7).  In this we disagree with Vriezen (1974:425), who writes that Israel did not know sins of thought.  Why, then, would Job have made a covenant with his eyes not to look lustfully at a woman (Job 31:1)?


7.2.10
God-given property
The basic assumption of the whole of the Old Testament is that everything belongs to God, the Creator.  "The earth is the LORD's, and everything in it," we read in Ps 24:1.  But in his grace, God grants to his people property to possess for themselves, although it remains God's property (Lv 25:23).  In this granting, the individual element is predominant.  When the Israelite brings the firstfruits to the temple, he is instructed to recite the words:  "He brought us to this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey; and now I bring the firstfruits of the soil that you, O LORD, have given me" (Dt 26:9,10).  One should observe the singular form me here.  "The Israelite did not think in terms of the whole land given to the whole nation.  That concept could have been compatible with the whole land being held on the nation's behalf, as it were, by a king as their representative.  That, in fact, was the Canaanite system.  But such a notion was strongly resisted among the Israelites.  The gift of land 'percolated', so to speak, down to the lowest social level, so that each individual household could claim that its right to the land it possessed was guaranteed by God himself.  Thus, inheritance language was used of the small portions of land belonging to each household, as well as of the territory of whole tribes or the whole nation" (Wright, 1983:54). The history of Ahab and Naboth, recorded in 1 Kings 21, illustrates how strongly this unalienable right of possession was experienced among Israelites.  Micah expresses the horror of faithful Yahwists at the disregarding of covenant law by the nobles of Judah in the times of Jotham and Ahaz:  "They covet fields and sieze them... They defraud a man of his home, a fellow-man of his inheritance" (Mi 2:2).  David does not dare to confiscate Arauna's piece of land, but buys it (2 Sm 24:24).

Therefore, boundaries may not be shifted (Dt 19:14; Dt 27:17; Hs 5:10), because God has given it to its owner to possess.  Property is also seen as a sign of God's blessing (Gn 13:2; 14:23; 30:43; 1 Sm 2:7).

According to traditional African custom, individual property was limited to lifestock and moving possessions, but the land was always, and even unto this day predominantly is, communal property.  The advantage of the Israelite system found in the Old Testament and sanctioned by God himself, was that people tend to care for the land they own, but to exploit and ravage communal land, since it is not in the first instance oneself who benefits from conservation farming, but the whole of the community, who might not be as conservation conscious as oneself and therefore do not do their share in it.  Furthermore, if a field is not one's property, it can and indeed is often taken away by a jealous chief for himself or given to one of his favourites, especially after one has developed it.


7.2.11
God-given Jurisprudence
In the case of natural man ‑‑ and that includes black natural man just as surely as white natural man ‑‑ the natural tendency is to limit loyalty and justice to the ingroup, those towards whom one would be naturally inclined to feel love.  The ethical code of Africans demands that in traditional court cases, for the sake of safeguarding the integrity of the tribe, powerful persons often win their cases, because they can do more harm to the tribe if they are dissatisfied with the result of litigation (Van Warmelo & Phophi, 1948:11-15).  But in the covenant legislation, "even the rights of the lowliest foreigner are placed under the protection of God;  and if he is also dependent, without full legal rights, to oppress him is like oppressing the widow and the orphan, a transgression worthy of punishment, which calls forth God's avenging retribution." (Eichrodt, 1967:321).  The basic principle applied here is that judgement belongs to God (Dt 1:17), and therefore favouritism is forbidden.

There is also no trace in Old Testament law of any gradation of penalties according to the social class and rank of the offended party.  In Mesopotamian law an injury to a nobleman would commonly entail a far heavier penalty than an identical injury done to a commoner or slave.  In Israel, by contrast, equality before the law for all social groups, including aliens and immigrants, is made explicit in Ex 12:49, Lv 19:34 and Nm 15:16 (Wright, 1983:166).  "Do not exploit the poor because they are poor and do not crush the needy in court, for the LORD will take up their case and will plunder those who plunder them," we read in the Proverbs (22:22).  Not the powerful, those who stand high on the hierarchical ladder, were the objects of God's pleasure, but it was precisely the deprived and wretched of the nation, the caniyyim, who were the objects of especial divine compassion, indeed the real kernel of the people of Yahweh, for whose sake his providential government takes special steps.

Two basic terms, expressing two basic concepts of covenant law, is that of sedeq and mišpat.  Sedeq denotes righteousness, the general principle lying at the root of justice (See Koch, 1979:507-530), whereas mišpat denotes justice as applied in practice (Miskotte, 1939:216).  A person who is sadîq, practices mišpat.  The root sdq refers to what corresponds to God's norm, and emphasizes the theocratic nature of Old Testament ethics, also in jurisprudence (See also Vriezen, 1974:389).

As for the principles on which Israelite punishments operated, and which gave flesh to the concept of mišpat, one can distinguish the following:

Retribution, which is expressed in the lex talionis, "an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth" (Dt 19:21).

Purging, expressed in the words, "You must purge the evil from among you (Dt 19:19).

Deterrence:  "The rest of the people will hear of this and be afraid, and never again will such an evil thing be done among you" (Dt 19:20).

Restoration:  "...but he must not give him more than forty lashes.  If he is flogged more than that, your brother will be degraded in your eyes" (Dt 25:3).

Compensation and reconciliation: "Restitution was made to the injured party -- not to the state as a fine" (Wright, 1983:166).  In Ex 22:1f. the principle is laid down that a person who steals a head of cattle has to compensate the owner with five in its place, and four sheep for one stolen.

This last principle of compensation and reconciliation, which is sadly neglected in European jurisprudence, is the main object of African penal procedure.  In this respect, African law is much nearer to that of the Old Testament than European law.  On the other hand, the theistic angle which is brought to the fore by the principle of purging is absent in Africa, except in cases of murder and witchcraft, where the culprits are eliminated because they constitute a threat to society.


7.2.12
God-given Daily Task:  the Work Ethic
In Africa, with its magico-animistic beliefs, there is often no evident relationship between input in the form of work and results in the form of prosperity and blessing.  Blessing, good luck, prosperity is often regarded rather as the results of (white as well as black) magic powers.  The result is that there is little appreciation for the famous "Puritan work ethic" which lies at the basis of the prosperity of Western civilization.  Work is a sort of necessary evil, which no one will indulge in unless compelled to by circumstances.  This includes studying at school and university level.  The dissatisfaction of many students and the constant strikes are partly a result of these basic magico-animistic beliefs.  Why should some students fail, while others pass?  There is a strong suspicion that lecturers fail students because they simply do not want them to have the benefits of a degree or diploma.  Why not grant it to everyone, so that everyone may get work?  Whether those graduates are technically qualified for any work is beside the question.  It is the duty of the government to provide work for those who can show a qualification on paper, so that they might draw a salary.  Again, the question whether the work is useful is not important.  They simply demand a slice of the cake, which is their due, because they have obtained a diploma or degree.  Many instances of this attitude can be adduced, especially from the last two or three years.

Needless to say that this work ethic can only lead to economic disaster, poverty and hunger, and we believe that it is indeed one of the most important reasons for Africa's dismal economic situation.

We also believe that the Old Testament, in the much-maligned Puritan work ethic, provides the answer to this dismal predicament of Africa.  Creative work, ruling and developing the earth in a responsible way, is one of the very first and basic commands of God to man (Gn 1:28!).  The nature and results of work have, to be sure, been influenced by the fall (Gn 3:17-19), but work is definitely not the result of the fall.  Work was given with creation, not with the fall.

The fourth commandment of the Decalogue not only commands man to rest on the seventh day, but also to work during the previous six days.  Deliberate idleness is, therefore, a sin (Wright, 1983:69).  God is no idle God, he works, and therefore man, created in his image, must also work.

But, just as work is an obligation to man, the fourth commandment also saves man from enslavement to work, which would rob it of its joyful nature, and guarantees time for enjoying the fellowship with God, whose glory all work eventually serves.

7.3
Conclusion
There are many similarities between the Old Testament ethical principles and those of Africa, such as the importance of the community, but these similarities should not blind us to the radical differences, based on the theocentric character of Old Testament ethics, which is entirely absent in Africa.

Biblical ethical principles, resting on the personal knowledge of, love for and gratitude towards a personal God, have a renewing effect on a people and on society as a whole, especially in times of spiritual renewal, when God becomes real to people.  Traditional African ethics cannot renew society.  According to African ethics, nepotism (= “providing for one’s family”) is a virtue.  Corruption has become a way of life in many African countries where the biblical ethic has not yet penetrated, as the disclosures in the media during November and December 1994 about corruption in the administration of the former national states indicate.

Chapter 8
GOD, MAN AND THE FUTURE
8.1
Personal Eschatology
In the religions of the ancient Near East not even the gods participated in immortality.  "The mystery of life ... is at bottom the great magic, which the gods have mastered in order by the food and drink of life to keep death far from them" (Eichrodt, 1967:496).  The god Baal was even believed to die every year, from which the dry season could be explained.  Moth, Death, reigned supreme in the pantheon.

In Israel, death was not a god.  "It was nothing in its own right; it possessed no sovereignty, and was no more than part of God's dealings with man" (Von Rad, 1965:153).  Yahweh rules everywhere.  The underworld is part of his domain (Ps 139:7,8), although its inhabitants have no fellowship with God and therefore no life (Ps 115:17,18).


8.1.1
Continued Existence of the Soul after Death
In Africa, man is believed to continue his existence after death as a modimo, umzimu, xikwembu, mudzimu, iimu (or whatever term is used in the different languages).  This modimo is in some respects "sub‑human rather than super‑human" (Mbiti, 1971:133).  It is cut off from the joys of the living, and, although it is more powerful than the living, being higher in the hierarchy of powers, it is less happy.   It is dependent on the remembrance of the living for a continued existence, and gradually fades from existence when it fades from memory, when no‑one knows its name any more.  We may quote again from Mbiti (1971:139):  "There is no teleology in African Eschatology;  what there is might be called 'deteriology'..."  See also Setiloane, 1976:64f.

As for resurrection, Mbiti (1970:265), after a thorough study of the beliefs of hundreds of African peoples, comes to the conclusion that African peoples do not expect any form of individual or collective resurrection after death.  "Man has neither the hope nor the promise to rise again:  he lost that gift in the primeval period, and he knows no means to regain it."

"Eschatology either in the sense of the culmination of individual lives, or of human history in general, is of marginal interest in traditional religion.  This is understandable, given the African conception of life as a cyclic process of birth, death and rebirth", says Metuh of the Igbo of Nigeria (1981:137).

The ancient Hebrew view of man, apart from the revelation of God, is rather similar to that of the Bantu.  "The individual dies, but he does not cease to exist, yet his existence is only a shadow of the existence of the living, that is why the dead have or still are nephashoth (cf. Job 14:22);  they continue to have the same physical aspect as when they were alive (Gn 37:35;  42:38; 44:29;  1 Ki 2:6;  Ez 32:27).  Death is considered as a state in which the forces of life are at their lowest intensity, a state similar to fatigue or sleep (Job 14:19f.), a state deprived of what characterizes the living being, the bond of community;  the dead man is alone (Job 14:22)" (Jacob, 1958:301).

Just as in Africa, the dead needed offerings in order to continue their existence.   "The offerings are more like alms and are a sign that the dead needed the living;  food, and very specially water, were indispensable to them ... Love tinged with pity might be the motive which inspired all the offerings;  but is there not an element of fear mingled with it?" (Jacob, 1958:305).

The similarity with African beliefs is also evident from the description of Eichrodt (1967:211): "Generally speaking, existence in Sheol is a faithful, if shadowy, copy of existence on earth.  There, too, kings sit on their thrones (Is 14:9f.) and the prophet wears his mantle (1 Sm 28:14) and therefore rank and calling continue.  But it is a place of silence and stillness where the impotence of the shadowy beings makes the boisterous vigour of real life quite impossible.  Indeed, the shades themselves bear the name of repa'im, the 'weak' or 'powerless' ones."

In the Old Testament the conviction that there is a life of joy after death grows out of the belief in God and his sovereign rule.  Helberg (1976 [2]:2-4) takes as his startingpoint the answer our Lord Jesus gave to the Sadducees (Mt 22:32).  Jesus concluded from the revelation of Yahweh to Moses, in which he called himself "the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob", that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are still living, because "God is not the God of the dead, but of the living."  From the argument of the Lord Jesus it became apparent that according to him life in communion with God was life in communion with the source of life, and could therefore never be terminated, not even by death itself.  The sovereign, living God, who proceeds with his absolute reign in and through history, by his word, in personal covenant communion with mankind although man is mortally fallen, has in his sovereign decree elected men to be his servants and to live under his rule and in communion with him.  In his sovereign power he will not allow his servants to fall prey to death  (See also De Bondt, 1938:4,6-8).

Eichrodt (1967:517) rejects the idea that the Old Testament belief in immortality originated from Persian religion, by demonstrating that men arrived at an assurance of the conquest of death by the "realization that in direct encounter with God life acquires an indestructible content"  (See also Jacob, 1958:307).

This is the reason why any dealings with the departed were so strictly prohibited in the Old Testament.  See Dt 18:9-13;  Is 8:19-22.

"Greek popular religion ... was never freed from the spell cast by beliefs about the dead.  In Israel by contrast it was the shattering experience of God's will to rule which shut the gates of the kingdom of the dead, and proscribed any dealings with the departed.  Yahweh's claim to exclusive lordship covered not only alien gods but also those subterranean powers which might offer their help to men" (Eichrodt, 1967:221).

Perhaps initially the idea of life after death was absorbed in the corporate existence of the clan:  man lives on in his clan and family (Gese, 1977:33).  But this intuition has in the long run no answer for the longing of individual man for immortality.  Israel at some stage in her experience of the God of the covenant came to realize that death was not something "natural" in creation, not the destination determined by the gods for man.  Yahweh had created man and destined him for life in fellowship with himself, but man through his own disobedienced severed the bond with God.  This is the conviction which is expressed in Genesis 3.

This belief did not, according to Eichrodt (1967:513), result from the persecutions of Antiochus Epiphanes, as a kind of vindication of the righteousness of God who had allowed his servants to be martyred and killed by this evil monarch, but "the most probable explanation of a brevity which is at no pains to give more exact information is that a developed belief in resurrection already existed in wide circles, and that the author therefore had no need to say more on the subject than that which was especially close to his heart."   


8.1.2
Resurrection of the Dead



Although the idea of the resurrection of the dead is totally foreign to ancient Semitic beliefs -- as it is foreign to every natural religion (See De Bondt, 1938:77-81) -- in the history of Israel, through their communion with the living God, the idea and hope of resurrection gradually grew out of their faith in this living God.

I do not share the conviction of C. Barth (1947:145-147) that there is no concept of resurrection from death in the book of the Psalms, as will be argued in the following paragraphs.

One of the earliest texts in which resurrection is hinted at -- if we take this psalm to be Davidic in origin, as I do (Delitzsch, 1867:141;. Ridderbos, J 1955:125; Acts 2:25f.) -- is Ps 16.  Although the author does not seem to know how or when he will be delivered from the grave, his fellowship with God has brought him to the firm belief that he will not be "abandoned to the grave", that somehow, in his own good time, God will deliver him from it, and fill him with eternal pleasures and joy in his presence (Weiser, 1950:111; John Calvin on Ps 16:11).  Nesah means "forever", "everlasting" (Fisher, 1980:593), and can hardly refer to this life only.

Psalm 16 has to be interpreted in its own context, and in order to understand this context, it is important to take note of the first part of the psalm, where the author rejects the pagan gods, the Baals, the names of which he does not even want to take on his lips, and which were supposed to provide life and abundance to their followers.  These Baals were supposed to die and be resurrected every year according to the seasons (Weiser, 1950:111).

But the author does not need those Baals and the "life" they might provide.  He has Yahweh, his "portion" (vs. 5), who makes his lot secure.  And because of the living and constant fellowship with the living God, he can face death with confidence -- not just sudden, premature death, but death in any form (Weiser, 1950:110).  He does not know how or when he will be delivered from death.  Not the how but the that is what is important to him.  This provides scope even for the resurrection, and therefore Peter's exegesis in Acts 2:25-31 is incontrovertibly sound when he applies it to the resurrection of Christ, especially if we keep in mind the hints of the author at the dying and resurrected Baals.

The same idea may be expressed in Ps 17:15:  "When I awake, I shall be satisfied with your likeness."  However, exegetes are not unanimous in their opinion on whether this verse refers to the resurrection (for instance Delitzsch, 1867:158,159), or to awakening from sleep  (for instance Ridderbos, 1955:140).  It is not quite as clear as Psalm 16 in this respect.  I myself would be inclined to believe that it refers to awakening from sleep, but also hints at the resurrection.  This is poetry, and subtle hints like these should be taken seriously in poetry.  My strongest argument would be that it could hardly be coincidence that this psalm follows immediately after Psalm 16, and that it therefore seems as if the original compilers were of the opinion that these two psalms belong together, the link being that both hint at resurrection from death, or at least being safe from death with God (Gese, 1977:47).  Moreover, the expression "I will see your face" strongly hints at something surpassing this life (John Calvin on Ps 17:15).

A psalm which is much clearer and obviously allows no other explanation, is Psalm 49.  The theme of the whole psalm is the universality of the power of death.  "Like sheep they are destined for the grave..." (vs. 14).  Then follows the confession of faith in the living God:  "But God will redeem my life from the grave;  he will surely take me to himself" (15).  The point is clear: the believer does not share in the universal fate of mankind.  He will be redeemed from the grave.  Kraus (1961:368) is of the opinion that the best arguments support this view (pace Ridderbos, J., 1958:73 and Van Uchelen, 1971:68).

Psalm 73 concludes from the injustices of this life and the justice of God that the believer will be vindicated at the end.  Again the basis of this belief is the fellowship with God:  "Yet I am always with you" (vs. 23), and, because of this, "you guide me with your counsel, and afterwards you will take me into glory" (vs. 24).  Although these words do not need to refer exclusively to future glory, it is logical that it would include it (Calvin on Ps 73:24).  The injustices and inequalities of this world, in which the godless prosper amd the righteous is oppressed, demand retributive and redistributive justice after this life in the presence of God.

The earliest text in which the resurrection is prophesied explicitly: "But your dead will live; their bodies will rise" (Is 26:19), is in the so-called "Isaiah-apocalypse" (Is 24-27).  I call this a relatively early text, since I believe there is no reason to deny Isaiah the authorship of these chapters.  The scope of this study does not allow us to pursue the matter in detail, and I therefore make only a few remarks on the subject of the authorship of these chapters.  Vriezen speaks about "the innovative Isaiah", "Israels's greatest prophet", the "creator of eschatology in the true sense of the word" (Vriezen, 1974:472,473,497), yet cannot accept the possibility that Isaiah could be the author of these chapters.  If one considers the upheaval of Isaiah's time, the exile of the northern kingdom and the total destruction of almost all of Judah, with the sole exception of Jerusalem, there was just as much motivation in the period of the Assyrian conquest as in later times for the development of an apocalyptic literature.  So many hundreds of thousands of Israelites died in that period or were carried off into exile, that there was a desperate need for the divine comfort of a phrase like Is 25:7,8 ("On this mountain he will destroy the shroud that enfolds all peoples, the sheet that covers all nations;  he will swallow up death for ever").  Anyhow, the Egyptians had an intricate mythology of the dead and the life to come centuries before Isaiah (Motyer, 1993:219), so that it really does not make sense to try to limit apocalyptic expectations in Israel to the time after the exile.  "What in the Canaanite myth was a dramatic portrayal of the annual death and revival of vegetation was transformed into a once-for-all event, the fulfilment of God's majestic purpose for his people" (Motyer, 1993:210,211).

The same idea is taken up in Is 26:19: 


"But your dead will live;


their bodies will rise.


You who dwell in the dust,


wake up and shout for joy...


the earth will give birth to her dead."

From the same background of the problem of the suffering of the righteous, Job comes to the conclusion that there will be eternal life for him with God, when he will see God.  It is almost impossible to decide whether mibbesari means "from my body" or "outside my body", but what is sure is that this verse proclaims the hope of eternal life in God's presence.

When we now turn to a relatively late text like Dn 12:2 ("Multitudes of those who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake:  some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt"), it is clear, considering the texts mentioned above, that Daniel does not introduce a novel idea, but stands on an already well-established belief of God's people.  (See Eichrodt, 1967:520,523,524; De Bondt, 1938:93-105).

This viewpoint takes into account the fact that the revelation in the New Testament about resurrection is much richer than that of the Old Testament.  Its foundation in the resurrection of Christ (1 Cor 15; 1 Th 5), and its elaboration in the chapters just mentioned and in the book of Revelation, provides a stronger and clearer ground for our eternal hope.  But the faith of the New Testament is not a new faith, not even in this respect where it so far surpasses the glory of the Old.

As an answer to African beliefs about the state of the dead and communication with them, one can wind up by quoting Eichrodt (1967:528,529):  "The enormous variety of beliefs about the other world in heathen religions, even in their highest forms, can be condemned, on the basis of the Christian understanding of God, as nothing more than disobedience to God and an escape from his holiness, and thus holding no promise ... being taken up into the life of Christ is not ... accomplished as a mystical or magical process, but as a new direction for human life, apprehended in conscious decision, and placing life and death completely in the service of the Lord."

8.2
Cosmic Eschatology
There is in all the "religions of the Near East which are fairly well known to us ... not a single instance of unquestionable eschatological thought to be found... This is ultimately due to the fact that heathendom, even in its noblest exponents, knows nothing of the God of history who is exalted over all worldly events, and who has appointed an end for the perfecting of this world, just as once upon a time he called it into being" (Eichrodt, 1961:495, 496).  Ancient Mid-Eastern paganism, including that of the Greeks, Romans and Hittites, was bound to the cyclical world view, and God's revelation in the Old Testament and in the coming of Jesus Christ brought the first realisation ever that history could develop towards a goal in future (Berkhof, 1959:14).

Neither is there in Bantu Africa the clear knowledge of a sovereign Creator who stands apart from the cosmos and who created everything out of nothing. Consequently there is also no knowledge of a new creation.  According to Mbiti (1971:139) there is no teleology in African Eschatology.  "Time is considered as a two‑dimensional phenomenon;  with a long 'past' and a dynamic 'present'.  The 'future' as we know it in the linear conception of Time is virtually non‑existent in Akamba thinking" (Mbiti, 1971:24).

In the Old Testament, God is the sovereign Creator, who stands above creation.  It is not necessary for us in this study to trace the historical development of this idea.  One may refer to Vriezen, 1974:430-461.  The revelation of the Old Testament can be summed up in the statement that God created the heaven and the earth with a purpose, and he will see to it that that purpose is fulfilled.  His creation was "very good".  Hence the Israelite belief in creation is associated with a strong conviction of the original perfection of created things.  "Nowhere is there any trace of a belief that imperfection was inherent in the creature from the start because by reason of its involvement in matter it was cut off from the divine life" (Eichrodt, 1967:108).  Since the present dispensation is, however, imperfect, God will finally inaugurate a new age.  This belief was the direct result of nothing else than Israel's belief in the sovereign God of history.  "It is not the national feeling but religion which should be seen as the soil in which Israel's bold expectation of the future grew to maturity.  It was not because men wished to become a nation, or sought with sorrow a national status that had departed, that they ascribed to Yahweh a restoring action in the future.  It was because they knew God, and had made living trial of his sovereign power and his claim to dominion, that in times of crisis they were able to turn their eyes toward a consummation of history that would take the form of the setting up of God's kingdom.  It is the man who knows God, who knows God's future" (Eichrodt, 1961:501).

The whole Old Testament concept of history, which is such a revolutionary idea in the spiritual development of mankind, is dependent upon the Old Testament image of God as the sovereign Creator.  Because he is sovereign, he is also the Lord of history.  There is a telos, a purpose, in history.  From a very early period one can perceive in Israel an orientation towards the future.  There is not only a beginning, but also an end.  This conception brought a tremendous motive power into human life, which inevitably drives it on to great goals, and which rules out any idea of human destiny as an aimless wandering to and fro.  This in its turn provides the basis for the teleological concept of history which is such a distinctive feature of the Old Testament historiography.  "It is even possible that the writer already has in mind in his very first word, bere'šit, in the beginning, a distant goal of the world process, the 'aharit hayyamim, the end of the days"  (Eichrodt, 1967:110).

Ludwig Köhler (1947:71) states,  "To the beginning there corresponds an ending, to creation a completion, to the 'very good' here a 'perfect'  yonder;  they correspond, each to each;  in the theology of the Old Testament, creation is an eschatological conception".

To the consummation belongs the final judgement.  The prophets proclaim an approaching world catastrophy, which is due to occur with irrevocable finality and totality.  The destruction of the cosmos is vividly described in terms of flood or fire (Eichrodt, 1961:470; Is 24:19,20; 51:6).

At the judgement, sin and sinners will be removed from creation (Ps 34:16; 37:1,2,9,10,22,38; 68:1; 73:18,19; 97:3; Is 13:9,11; Am 9:10; Ml 4:1, among many others), "for sin involves the danger of undermining the integrity of the creation and of leading to the return of chaos" (Jacob, 1958:141).  Therefore the author of that  great poem of creation concludes his hymn with the prayer:


            "May sinners vanish from the earth,


             and the wicked be no more" (Ps 104:35)

This new age could never be brought about by the efforts of a mere human power, but depended entirely upon the activity of the God of the covenant.  It is pictured by the prophets as the work of the Messianic King of God's future (Isaiah 9).

The message of the resurrection, of the end of the world, and of the judgement day, are all foreign to "natural" religion in general and to African traditional religion in particular.  These messages belong to the very heart of the Old Testament, and are also at the centre of New Testament revelation in Jesus the Messiah.  Persons who argue that there is no essential difference between African Traditional Religion and biblical revelation, should consider this and come to the honest conclusion that there is a vast difference in almost every sphere of the "theological" spectrum. 

The expectation of judgement on the sinners, especially from among Israel itself, is the logical result of the belief in the covenant relationship between Yahweh and his people.  Looking at Amos 3:2 ("You only have I chosen of all the families of the earth; therefore I will punish you for all your sins"), one cannot but accept this: election and covenant brings judgement on those who reject God's love.

However, the conviction that Yahweh is in sovereign control of history resulted in the growing belief that he will also finally bring all peoples under his rule, an idea which is expressed by Isaiah (19:23-25; 24:14-16; 25:6-8; 49:6).

Chapter 9
CONCLUSION,

AND INDICATIONS FOR CATHECHETICAL,

PASTORAL AND HOMILETICAL PRACTICE 

IN THE CHURCH
9.1
Conclusion
In Chapter 2 we have demonstrated that of the six models of concepts of God found in Africa, five are essentially different from that of the Old Testament.  The sixth, that of Leza/Lesa, has a lot in common with the Old Testament, but even there essential differences are to be found.  In no instance is there the remotest idea of constant, intimate personal fellowship for God's own sake.  

In Chapter 3 we have demonstrated that even the apparently common features between African and Old Testament ideas of God still harbour great differences.  The ancestral spirits almost universally usurp God's place in the devotions and trust of the living, whereas (as has been noted in Chapter 4), the Old Testament totally excludes the spirits as possible factors in influencing the circumstances of the living.  If, in Africa, God is almost universally seen as a spiritual being, his spiritual nature is maintained to the detriment of his personal nature, while in the Old Testament there is never a trace of an impersonal concept of Yahweh.  Anthropomorphisms are used so frequently and without restraint in the Old Testament that it sometimes seems as if God's spiritual nature is at risk, although the border towards an irreverent, consistent anthropomorphic concept is never actually crossed.  

Although the connotation of power is inherent in any concept of God, the sublime idea of a creatio ex nihilo, which is characteristic of the Old Testament, could not be attested in any African concept of God.

In Chapter 4 we noted that the Old Testament conceives of history as the sphere of God's activity, and that he reveals himself primarily in his mighty deeds in history, determining its course and ruling supreme in it.  His rule is direct and immediate, and the agents of his rule, his word and his Spirit, so prominent in the Old Testament, are not found in African concepts of God.  Whereas in Africa there is a universal fatalism as far as the deeds of God are concerned, in the Old Testament man is held responsible for his actions, and he can influence God's actions too, by appealing to God in child-like faith.  In Africa, where there is any idea at all of influencing God's actions, the medium is usually not prayer, but magic.

Whereas in Africa the idea of God's holiness is absorbed in concepts of taboo, dangerous spirit power linked to the idea of the hierarchy of forces, in the Old Testament there is a distinctly moral side to God's holiness, and even his love is expressed as an aspect of his holiness.

In Chapter 5 we noted that the concept of sin against God in Africa focuses on the transgression of taboo, such as disregarding the hierarchy of forces, or offending God as the maintainer of the cosmic order.  In the Old Testament, sin is in the first and last instance a transgression against the personal will of a personal God.

On the other hand, as we have indicated in Chapter 6, while sin has resulted in the estrangement of man from God, God himself has restored that fellowship on the ground of his sovereign, electing love alone.  God's electing love is a concept which is nowhere and never found outside God's revelation to Israel and his church.  In all pagan religions, including African religion, the god of a people is automatically their god, either because he/she is the national god(s), or because the god in question is regarded as the creator of that people.  The same applies to the concept of the covenant, which rests on the foundation of election.  This basic biblical concept is totally absent from African religion.

Another basic biblical concept which is lacking in African religion, is that of faith, man's answer to God's covenant.  Faith is, of course, an aspect of all religions, but then in the sense of an intellectual assent to the existence of the god.  In Scripture, however, faith is man's reaction to God's personal revelation, an acceptance of his personal promises and of the fellowship he offers, a personal trust in him, his love, and providence.

In African religion, there can hardly be a question of personal obedience to God, since his will is not known.  At most one can avoid affronting him by obeying the laws of cosmic order, which might or might not include respecting one's fellow humans, their rights and lives.  In Scripture, obedience is obedience to his personal, revealed will, out of gratitude for his love, faithfulness and salvation.  One of the most prominent aspects of obedience as well as fellowship in Old Testament religion is prayer, which is a form of joyful personal communion with God.  In African religion, regular prayer is the exception, and when prayers are directed to God at all, those are usually requests, seldom thanksgiving, and never joyful fellowship for the sake of God himself.  Usually the few prayers that are directed to God are reserved for special persons high up on the hierarchical ladder.

As for the moral code, African ethics are very seldom determined with reference to God, but usually with reference to inter-personal relationships, or else to the cosmic order and the hierarchy of forces.

Finally, as far as eschatology is concerned, God or fellowship with him does not figure in African religion.  Actually, African religion is past-orientated, whereas Old Testament revelation is future-orientated, looking forward towards God's new world and the consummation of this present age, the resurrection of the dead and eternal life in fellowship with God.

9.2
Indications for Pastoral, Catechetical and Homiletical Practice
I hold that the three fields of pastoral work, catechesis and preaching are all forms of ministry of the Word, and therefore do not intend to discuss them separately in this treatise, but rather to indicate those matters which should receive attention in all three these fields.

In the first place it is of paramount importance to bring people to a personal encounter with the living God.  This is the basis of all spiritual life and growth.  Where there has been no such encounter, people may be saturated with "sound" theology, all to no effect.  On the other hand, once a person has come to know God personally, he will know the meaning of God's holiness, justice and majesty.  He will realise his sins against God and how serious they are, he will feel the need for forgiveness, and experience the joy of it.  Having experienced the wonder of reconciliation with God, he will also be driven to a life of gratitude, and experience the need for personal fellowship with God in prayer.  His actions will be regulated, not so much by the pressure or approval of society, but by his desire to do the will of God.  Having come to know the love of God for an unworthy person such as he, he will love his fellow human beings, and that love will be the driving force of his actions towards them.

Having laid this foundation of a personal, existential knowledge of God, there should be relevant teaching about the separate matters raised in this thesis.  Regenerated man is still a sinner in need of the guidance of the Word of God.  A new life does not fall from heaven in a complete, perfect form.  It has been our experience that sincere Christians, sometimes under the influence of the teaching of liberal theologians, may consider making room for ancestrolatry in their life of faith.  When, however, they are confronted with the teaching of Scripture on this subject, and particularly to that of the Old Testament, they immediately and firmly reject this practice.  To mention but one instance:  when in the course of our investigation about the life of faith of the abazalwane at Kwa Sizabantu the question was put to them, "What are the bad amasiko (traditions)', the unanimous answer was, "Amadlozi" (the ancestor spirits), and the universal comment was, "Uma ngihlangana noNkulunkulu ngaziyeka lezozintu" ("Once I encountered God, I abandoned those things").

We have also found that teaching which explicitly compared the teaching of the Old Testament about God with the different models of concepts of God in Africa, met with enthousiastic and approving interest.  In the same way, the nature of sin, as missing one's purpose in life, rebellion against God and acquiring a terrible burden of guilt, should be explicitly taught to all Christians.  And, on the basis of the foregoing, the nature of the covenant of grace, with free and sovereign grace as starting point, with its rich promises and benefits, but also with its uncompromising demands and sanctions, should be taught.

As for Christian ethics, there should be constant reference to God's saving love which forms the basis for our conduct to our fellow man.  I am speaking from my own experience and that of many missionaries when I say that there has been far too much legalism in African churches, to the extent that black Christians experience the Christian faith as merely a new law.  That is actually a form of syncretism, since in traditional African society the motivation for ethical instruction is:  "It is simply not done!"  But this motivation is not strong enough to keep Christians standing in the disruption of the secular society into which they are thrown.  They therefore easily succumb to temptation, especially temptation of a sexual nature, with the result that  "christian" youth are often worse behaved than traditional pagans in this field, and traditional Africans argue against what they regard as Christianity with the argument that it corrupts the morals of young people!

Finally, it is necessary to draw our attention to the fact that in many African churches there is practically no teaching about the resurrection and the final judgement, since both these concepts are foreign to Africa.  Instead, teaching about the future of believers is limited to the concept of a spiritual existence in heaven.  Even ministers and evangelists often show no appreciation for or even knowledge of the glorious future of God's people.  Concrete teaching about the resurrection of the body often comes as a very exciting shock to them.

The lack of teaching about a future judgement of all people should also be explained by the absence of the dimension of the future in traditional African beliefs.  But this teaching is a cardinal aspect not only of the Old Testament, but also of the teaching of our Lord Jesus Christ and of the Pauline kerugma, and should receive a prominent place in the ministry of the Word.

There is no doubt to any informed observer that Liberation Theology and religious relativism are rapidly gaining ground in Southern Africa.  Liberation theology, as propounded inter alia in the Kairos Document (Kritzinger, J. N. J., 1988), redefines many basic Biblical terms such as "sin", "conversion", "regeneration", "obedience", "good and evil", "the devil", even "God" so radically as to create an entirely new conceptual content for these terms.  

The result of this reinterpretation of "Christianity" is that the distinction between natural religion and God's revelation in Christ and Scripture is abolished or glossed over, and together with this the distinction between natural and regenerate man.  The vertical relationship between man and God, between the church and the risen, living Christ, by which the church lives and without which it dies, tends to be either pushed into the background or ignored.  This cannot but have a debilitating effect on the life of the church in Africa.  The church does not need a revolutionary Christ who can be served and imitated by loveless Christians without any personal knowledge of an eternal Saviour, of their own sin and natural enmity against God, or the renewing work of the Holy Spirit.  They need the Christ of Scripture, of Matthew and Luke and John and Paul, the only Son of the living God, who bore the penalty of our sins and the just and holy wrath of God against our own persons on the cross of Calvary, and who sent his Holy Spirit to empower his Church for its task in the world.  Without a clear knowledge of and living faith in this Christ and in his Father, the church in Africa, however fast it may be growing numerically at this moment, has no future.

This living God is the God who, I believe, is revealed to us in the Old Testament.  Our Lord Jesus Christ said in his last prayer with his disciples, "Eternal life means knowing you, the only true God, and knowing Jesus Christ, whom you sent" (Jh 17:3, T. E. V.).  Revival in the history of the Church of Christ has never started unless the Holy Spirit first granted to it a personal encounter with the living God in his holiness and righteous hatred of sin.  Only where there is a personal, existential knowledge of God, man comes to know himself in his guilt and helplessly lost condition.  Only then will he realise his need of forgiveness, salvation and a saviour.  Only then will he come to Jesus Christ and embrace him as his Redeemer.  Only then will the Holy Spirit bring him to genuine repentance and conversion, which will lead to genuine renewal of the church and eventually of society.  In one word:  only where there is true knowledge of God, can there be revival (van Rooy, 1990:1‑28).

If this study could make a contribution towards a better understanding of the essential difference between the revelation of God in Scripture and the religion of natural man in Africa, all the labour devoted to this study and the time spent on it would be more than worth the while.

ABSTRACT
The purpose of this article is to indicate the differences between the ethics of traditional African society, with special reference to Bantu society, and Old Testament ethical principles.  It was found that the ethics of Africa are based on two interrelated factors, viz. communal interests and taboo.  God is no factor in these ethical principles, except as maintainer of the cosmic order, which may be threatened by human behaviour which disregards the hierarchy of forces.  He is, however, not concerned with matters of morality.  Old Testament ethics, on the other hand, is totally dominated by the relationship of humans to God.  Eleven factors were found to influence Old Testament ethical principles:  God-centred origin (creation and covenant), God-centred history (salvation), God-centred content (God's own character), God-centred motivation (God's concern and love for Israel), God-centred responsibility, God-centred expectation (judgement and reward), God-centred universality, God-centred internal character, God-given property, God-given jurisprudence and God-given daily task (the work ethic).
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