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ABSTRACT

African Christology is one of the trending theological
issues in African Christian Theology (ACT). ACT views,
presents and interprets Christianity through the perception,
objectives, cosmologies of the African. African Christian
theologians believe that Western theology does not properly
interpret the Bible in the context of African religio-cultural
understanding. As such, these theologians have been
formulating their own theological views and
understandings to address African religious, cultural and
social concerns. African theologians believe that Christ is
the saviour of the world who should be studied without
being limited to a particular culture, nation, ethnicity or
gender. In that regard, to a greater extent, African
theologians are trying to answer questions that Africans
are asking in their Christologies. Christ has been compared
and contrasted using African symbols and familiar
concepts. The results of African theologians responding to
the challenge of constructing an African contextual
Christology has been impressive and fruitful.
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I ntroduction

In general, African Christian Theology (ACT) is thiews, presentation and
specific interpretation of the Christianity in ligwith the needs, objectives,
worldview, and intellect of the African. In thatgard, African Christian
theology has been in existence since the adven¢miedprise of early Euro-
American missionaries and colonial administrationsparticular, ACT is
understood as the methodological and scientificguion, production, and
propagation of the Christian faith in the context ine Africans'
understandings, needs, objectives, and cosmologies.

However, it is believed that the Bible must be gtendard by which
these concerns and issues are to be interpretegnaledstood. The Bible
| believe should speak to our culture. ACT mustthgeBible as its basis
in addressing the issues and traditions of Africa.

In ACT there are numerous trending issues all ofclwvhcannot be
discussed in a paper of this scope. | will prefertrite on African
Christology from an African Christian theologicarppective.

Advent and Development of African Christology

Scholarly works detailing the development of Clolsgy in Africa are
numerous; however, some of the more prominent ibaions, as well as
those that shape the Christological discussionc@mgpiled inFaces of

Jesusin Africa, ‘Jesusin African Christianity, 3
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Robert J. Schreiter, edzaces of Jesusin Africa (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis,
1991). This work contains eleven essays which pitesmme of the faces of
;]esus and how Africans are responding to Christevitmunters their cultures.

J. N. N. Mugambi and Laurenti Magesa, edesysin African Christianity:
Experimentation and Diversity in African Christology (Nairobi: Initiative,
1989).This book looks into the personal experience artkerstanding of the
encounter of Jesus by the African
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Exploring Afro-Christology, Towards African Theology, Jesusin Africa
Culture and"Christology from an African Per spective” andConversion

and Contextual Conceptions of Christ.

African Christian theologians believe that Westéneology does not
properly interpret the Bible in context with Africareligio-cultural
understanding. In that regard, these theologiane h@en formulating
their own theological views and understandings tllress African
religious, cultural and social concerns.

In reference to the preaching of the missionariey.,
Taylor states:

Christ has been presented as the answer to thdianges
white man would ask, the solution to the needs Wastern
man would feel, the Saviour of the world of the &ean
world-view, the object of the adoration and pragéhistoric
Christendom. But if Christ were to appear as trsen to the
questions that Africans are asking, what woulddwd like?’

4
John Pobee, edExploring Afro-Christology (Frankfurt: Lang, 1992). This
pook contains essays portraying the African peitsgexof Jesus.

John PobeeTowards an African Theology (Nashville: Abingdon, 1979). The
Africans have sufficient understanding to formuldéiteir theologies that are
devoid of Western influences.

" Kwame BediakoJesus in African Culture: A Ghanaian Perspective (Accra:
Asempa, 1990). How Jesus is understood and theselagithe African culture is
;[he focus of this work.

Abraham Akrong, "Christology from an African Perspee,” in Exploring
Afro-Christology, edited by John Pobee, 119-36 (Frankfurt: Lang, 1992
Africans arecapable of forming their own Christology influenceg their
g:ulture and predicaments.

Carl Sundberg,Conversion and Contextual Conceptions of Christ: A
Missiological Study among Young Converts in Brazzaville, Republic of Congo
(Lund, Sweden: Team Offset & Media, 2000). This kv@manates from a
desire to understand how young urban converts tre@rEvangelical Church of
Congo conceive of Jesus Christ. As such it is dystf religious experiences
and beliefs in a specific context. Sundberg presesgult of a field research on
conversion motifs and contextual statements abestis] carried out among
young people in six urban parishes in Brazzawuillejng two fieldwork periods.

J. V. Taylor, The Primal Vision, Christian Presence amid African Religion
(London: SCM Press, 1963), 16.
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Taylor's question, "... if Christ were to appeattss answer to the questions
that Africans are asking, what would he look like®'to a greater extent
what African Christian theologians are trying to samer in their
Christologies. In that respect, scholars have coetpand contrasted the
ministry and work of Jesus with African traditiorredalers . Jesus is
referred to as "the great ancestor, our ancestaxu®llence” and "an
intermediary spirit between God and peoplel;l" e ik referred to as:

"Ancestor/Proto Ancestor,"

13 14 15
ancestor’ in fullness," an African "Priest", and et

African Christian theologians believe that Christhe saviour of the world
who should be studied without being limited to atipalar culture, nation,
ethnicity or gender. B. Diane Stinton states ttedtthe heart of Christian
faith is the person of Jesus Christ. Consequethtéyyvery core of Christian
theology is Christology... in the ongoing developimef Christian theology
African accounts of Christology warrant careful sioleration in view of
Africa’s prominent place in Christian history aetturn of the

millennium.""

In Stinton's views, the seed of the gospel is pldnth a completely
different but fertile soil in Africa than in the \8e African Religion, the
place of ancestors, collective mentality, kinshipd amarriage, the
challenge of sickness and death, poverty, slawary,colonialism are the
cultural contexts in which Jesus reveals himseK&fticans. Hence, it is a
different soil than the West. In contrast to whaanyn Western

theologians and mission experts thought, the intige African religion

and the socio-economic context is a fertile sailtfe gospel.

b Aylward Shorter, Jesus and the Witchdoctor: An ApphnaacHealing and
XVhoIeness (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1985).

Z. Nthamburi, African Church at the Crossroads: 8gwpfor Indigenisation
1(ZNairobi: Uzima Press, 1991), 61-64.

Kwame Bediako, “Jesus in African Culture: A GhamaRerspective,” in
Emerging Voices in Global Christian Theology, editey William A. Dryness,
Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1994), 96-104.

j Sundberg, Conversion and Contextual Conceptioi@hoikt), 14.

See Sundberg, Conversion and Contextual Concepafo@hrist, 22;
Nthamburi, African Church at the Crossroads, 63.

B Bediako, “Jesus in African Culture," 106-10.
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Stinton gives us the portrait of Jesus Christ inAfmcan cultural context.
She states: “the All African Conference of Churct®A&CC), constituted in
Kampala in 1963 in hope of achieving selfhood Far African church

and inspiring African theology, held an assemblAlrijan in 1969." With
regards to the "socio-political scene, African fbgy as an intellectual
discipline arose during the 1950s, whmen the stugghinst colonialism led
to several newly independent states.” Christ bewamppear as the
answer to the question of Africans in their conték was no longer a
messiah of the white man. He was seen as one wlyddved Africans,
as such, Africans wanted Christ to be involved hairt activities and
circumstances.

Clifton R. Clarke in his in-depth study of the Aka&drican Independent
Churches (AICs), discusses the ongoing dialoguengnRentecostals from
the global South, who desire a Christology shapedteir image and not in

the image of western Christianity. He puts forwdrd fact that in the
trending field of global Christian studies, perdomxperience and
cultural environment are important in the interptiein of an authentic
faith in the person of Jesus Christ. In the casélan AICs, Clarke
shows how they retain aspects of their traditioetiious worldviews
while embracing the Christian faith.

The cultural and political revolutions that ovekodfrica in the sixties were
contributing factors to the development of Africghristology. “To counter
the disdain with local cultures had generally beeld during colonial times.
Africans made intensive efforts to reaffirm theileintity and integrity in
many spheres of life, including names, dress, musiance forms,
architecture, and indigenous expression affectmgah life and

H "20
practice.

According to Westerners, to be truly Christian, iédns must take biblical
or Western names, dress in Western style attireschurches were built in
Western architectural style. The transplanted dasp&frica produced the

v Stinton,Jesus of Africa, 69.

‘ Stinton,Jesus of Africa, 7.

* Clifton R. Clarke, African Christologylesus in Post-Missionary African
Chrigtianity (Eugene, Oregon: Pickwick, 2011),

” Stinton Jesus of Africa, 7.
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Christ of the West who was not entrenched in Africamsmologies. The
missionaries were convinced it was a good way tmtpChristianity by
infusing European socio-cultural values in the raild Africans under the
influence of the colonialists. Unfortunately, th@nks of colonial masters
and Western missionaries in Africa did not propeelay the biblical image
of Christ as “a lamb slain for the sin of the wér{Rev 5:9-13), “the good
shepherd who gives his life for the sheep” (Johri415), “the wonderful
counselor” (Isa.9:6), “the prince of peace” (Is®)9:“a brother” (Matt
12:49), etc. As such, Africans thought that “Chestered the African scene
as a forceful, impatient and unfriendly tyrant. Kes presented as
invalidating the history and institutions of a pkojm order to impose his

rule upon them.” It is no wonder then Nigerians avérinking of Christ for
a long time as “merely a stranger,” “an illegakali’ “a refugee, a dissident
or a fugitive who in desperation has come to Africa sanctuary,” or as
“the most visible and publicized symbol of foreigomination

”22
ever.

As African scholars vigorously began to critg Christianity and
missionary influences of the African church, Ch]iegzzy in the form of

apologetic theology began to be developed by AfiscaPreference was
given to regenerating local cultures and to indigiag mission churches
within the wider context of African reformation literature, philosophy,

and history. African theologians like John Mbitiydhg Kato, Kwame

Bediako, Harry Sawyer, Fashole-Luke and othergjetghat “Jesus Christ
is not a stranger to [Africans’] heritage. JesushisUniversal Savior and

thus the Savior of the Africans. Through faith ihriSt African believers

now share in all promises mage to the patriarcbddsmael, and the good

news becomes otr story’.” Through mother-tongue/vernacular

scripture, contextualized theology, biblical teachiand preaching, and
through indigenized worship, Christ has found ham&frica now.

From Christology to Christologies

Most African theologians argue that since Chrigorsned in the lives of

21 StintonJesus of Africa, 10.

22 Stinton Jesus of Africa, 10.
23 Clarke African Christology, 1-10.
24 Stinton Jesus of Africa, 11; Clarke, African Christology, 1-2.

- Page 6 -



of Africans in various places, at different times)d in diverse human
situations in Africa, we must consider a plurabfyChristologies in Africa.
The invariable dialogue between the biblical texd aifferent contexts in
Africa leads to different understandings and intetations of Christ in the

continent. “A widespread methodological presuppasitis that genuine
Christological reflection cannot be separated filsimica’s socio-political,
religio-cultural and economic contexts—this is thal and concrete

everyday experience within which we Christologizg.”

By intentionally deviating “from the approashef the dominant
theologies of the West, a theology that arises faoihis accountable to

African people” is developed. This theology does view Christ as an
abstract construct. Christologies are formulatedriter for the Christian
faith to appropriately address the varied contdxaimations. "For the
gospel to preserve its vitality and wholeness, Ititpgoneeds the reflection
of the people committed to Christian practice inparticular cultural
context. Orthodoxy should not be divorced from opttaxis because it

demonstrates the Christ who was powerful in wardl deed before
God and all the people” (Luke 24:19).

Clarke constructs his Christology using source matspecific to Akan
AICs, including the Bible, hymns and songs, praypessonal testimonies,
and sermons. Through a methodology based on goeaties, focus group
sessions, and interviews with leaders and lay gedplarke appropriates
the primary mode of expressing religious sentimentsal theology. He
defines oral theology as the “encounter of Godublothe language that is
heard and spoken by the visible and invisible pigdiions

of the African universe.” The recognition of Akarabtheology by the
Catholic Church is also an acknowledgement of tble heritage and
traditions of AICs.

In contrast to a formal propositional Christolo@farke’s oral Christology
is based on the African encounter with God throlagiguage.

CIarke African Christology, 9-10.
Stlnton Jesus of Africa, 16.
Stlnton,JeSJs of Africa, 16.

“ Stinton,Jesus of Africa, 17.

“ Clarke,African Christology, 132.
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Theological reflections are interactive and dynaraacurring within and
outside of the Church. The voices of African prdgrmyths, names,
songs, stories, folklore and biblical texts sewexpress the activity of
God, Jesus and humanity in the overarching realmvisible and
invisible realities. Clarke’s study reveals crucileas of an Akan
traditional religious etho®nyame ("God"), Sunsum ("Spirit"), Abosom
("lower spirits"), Nananom ("Ancestors"), and “symbolic power.” The
notion of Christ however, does not have a clearetation with an Akan
indigenous worldview. Without an adequate concépfhrist, what are
the implications for the Christology of Akan AICg®ould the AICs seek
to understandresu Kristo as Sunsum, a Spirit made flesh or incarnate,
who is ultimately fromOnyame?

Another area of concern addressed by Clarke isctmnection between
culture and religion. He argues that the ChristplogAkan AICs maintains

a vital, reciprocal relationship between an auticetthristian faith and

traditional African culture. His analysis calls ftme removal of western
theological lenses so that the theology and prakihe Church at large —
and the African church in particular — can be heartheir various contexts.
The term “inculturation,” favored by Clarke and eththeologians, means
the “on-going creative and dynamic relationshipaeetn Jesus Christ and

”30
culture.

Conclusion

African Christologies are present and trending. Téearch and
arguments on the issues will linger for a very Idimge. Missiological

issues of culture and religion, inclusion and esida, universality and
particularity will continue to be debated. The gelsproclaimed and
received by people in varied contexts and situatias understood and
digested differently by different individuals, depkng on the context of
reception and their motivations for accepting theyggl.

The quest for relevant Christologies is to make rniessage of the gospel
relevant and contextual to the African. Africandlugyians are maintaining
the view that Western theology does not adequategypret the Bible in
concepts and cosmologies that adequately addregsrican context.

30
Clarke,African Christology, 10.
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This precipitated and propelled African theologidasdevelop their own

culture specific theology to enable them examirer ttheological quest in

light of the African political, educational, relmis and social factors. The
results of African theologians responding to thallemge of constructing

an African contextual Christology has been impressind fruitful .

Christ among Africans is viewed as “life-giver”, &diator”, “loved one”,
32

and “leader.” The Jesus of Africa is the Jesush& poor and the
rejected. By destroying various walls of partitiansAfrica he can be a
reconciler. In a continent that is prone to chawea;, and bloodshed, he
can be a prince of peace.

31
. Clarke, African Christology, 2.
Stinton, Jesus of Africa, 250-66.
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